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Abstract 
 
This paper assesses a new wave of land reform underway in Latin America, which 
we have labeled a “forest reform.” This forest reform is aimed at harmonizing 
development and conservation concerns, while taking into account the demands of 
indigenous peoples, extractive communities and smallholders regarding secure land 
tenure rights and improved institutional, market and legal conditions for sustainable 
forest management. While the shift from agrarian to forest tenure reform is an 
important step for enhancing the livelihoods and cultures of forest-based people, 
these reforms fall short of achieving their expected goals due to shortcomings in 
national policy frameworks, combined with restrictive market, and other institutional 
conditions that tend to be biased against smallholders and community forestry. 
Recognition of existing —or the granting of new— tenure rights to these actors, 
renewed efforts for adapting local institutions to evolving contexts and the 
development or strengthening of economic and social coalitions with other forest 
actors are all crucial factors for overcoming the almost insurmountable barriers for 
smallholders and communities to improving livelihoods and prospering from the 
sustainable management of their forests. Reconciling these efforts with conservation 
principles and implementing  realistic policies based on a more nuanced 
understanding of the strengths and constraints faced by community level 
stakeholders, as well as of market conditions they interact with, constitute the 
principal tasks for the state to deepen forest reforms.    
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INTRODUCTION 
 
The Latin American region is facing important changes in the way in which rights to land 
and forest resources are being allocated, and also in terms of who is gaining access to 
these resources. As a result, an important portion of smallholder and rural communities 
have formalized and expanded their control over forestlands at a scale that was 
unthinkable in the past. The latter has resulted from a process of land tenure reform, 
initiated in the mid 1980s, which could be even more decisive for resource distribution 
than agrarian reforms previously implemented in the region. The land reforms that are 
unfolding are not characteristic of the agrarian reforms of earlier years, where forest and 
cleared lands were transferred to peasants for agricultural purposes, in keeping with the 
dominant rural development paradigms of the time (Delgado 1965; Thiesenhusen 
1995). 
 
This process, which we label a ‘forest reform’, aimed at either recognizing existing or 
transferring new land and forest tenure rights to smallholders and local communities, 
differs from previous agrarian reforms in several fundamental ways. For example, land 
titles or rights are granted with the understanding that the forest resource should be 
maintained, and in most cases alienation rights to the land are still held by the state. 
Most of the reformed forestlands are being demarcated and titled as collective or 
communal properties—with and without commons—and an important portion of these 
lands represent claims that have been won by indigenous and ethnic groups, based on 
cultural identity and ancestral possession, mostly through pressure from grassroots 
collective action. Forest reforms, however, are also reshaping the recognition of 
property rights to smallholder colonists, since new tenure models tend to embrace them 
as well. 
 
This paper presents an analytical description of the forest tenure reforms underway in 
Latin America, with focus on Bolivia, Brazil, Nicaragua and Guatemala, comparing the 
transfer of use and decision-making rights from the state to local communities. These 
reforms, which are expected to reconcile conservation, livelihoods and rights-based 
demands, vary in design and practice across countries, regions and actors with different 
implications for local people’s livelihoods and use of forest resources. An important 
feature is that they may originate as much ‘from above’ as ‘from below’, as states begin 
to respond more actively to local practices and demands for reform. In this sense, forest 
reforms emerge as a combination of state and community-led reforms under different 
modalities of land tenure, some more inspired in agrarian approaches while others draw 
on conservationist views of forest resources.  
 
A variety of legal tenure figures have emerged from this process (e.g., indigenous 
territories, community forestry concessions, extractive reserves, agro-extractive and 
forestry settlements), each with different sets of rights transferred to local people, and 
under different regulatory constraints with regard to forest resources, which are primarily 
focused on timber management. While in some cases the rights to forest resource use 
are determined by the intensity of forestry operations, such as those that distinguish 
small- from large-scale logging, in others, similar frameworks apply to different types of 



 1 

forest users. Yet, in all cases, forest resource use by smallholders is conditioned on 
compliance with stipulated forestry standards, which are crafted based on guidelines 
often inspired by large-scale timber industry. Hence, the allocation of land rights 
together with regulatory frameworks conditioning those rights lies at the very center of 
tenure reforms.  
 
In addition to cumbersome and often antagonistic regulatory frameworks, smallholders 
and communities also have to overcome market conditions favoring industrial and often 
corrupt interests, and compete with more powerful stakeholders. In contrast with prior 
agrarian reforms, where significant institutions and support (subsidies, infrastructure 
provision, extension and technical assistance, applied scientific research, etc.) were 
developed, government agencies have not adjusted to meet the needs and demands of 
this emergent forest sector. State support of a sub-sector based on small-scale 
producers, collective rights and resource conservation principles, aligned with a wider 
set of policies and based on a realistic understanding of market conditions and their 
imperfections, become crucial for smallholders and community foresters to overcome 
the almost insurmountable barriers to improving their forest-based livelihoods.  
 
This paper assesses the way in which the broader policy and market conditions, 
together with determined political and social alliances influence the tenure reform, 
determine different forms of resource use by communities and shape the distribution of 
economic benefits along the value chain. It argues that forest tenure reforms fall short in 
achieving their expected goals due to flawed institutional and legal frameworks, which 
intercept with restrictive market conditions for local forest resources use. 
 
By making this argument, we position ourselves close to those who, in the past, 
criticized the shortcomings of agrarian reform, and its limited effect on tenure and 
agrarian structures (Thiesenhusen 1995). Nonetheless, addressing the puzzle posed by 
the forestry sector is much more challenging: an important number of forest dwellers 
already draw a portion of their incomes from forest resources and may suffer from the 
growing pressure of multiple interests, such as industrial logging, agro-business and 
even the tourism industry, putting at risk both their livelihoods and forest conservation. 
While tenure reform constituted an important first step for advancing a reinvigorated 
agenda of forestry-based development, proactive action by the state is needed to 
reconcile policies and promote market conditions that would allow local institutions to 
adapt to the evolving economic and policy contexts. At the same time, forest actors will 
need to build strong social and economic coalitions as a major component of this 
process. 
 
This paper is organized in six parts including this introduction. The second part 
describes the main features of tenure reform as an historical extension from agrarian 
reforms in forested areas but with fundamental variants. The third part introduces the 
spectrum of tenure models that have emerged and the distinctive features of each of 
them for shaping forest resource use and people’s livelihoods. The following part 
discusses the interactions between tenure rights and forestry regulations, and the 
implications of this interplay on forest resources use by smallholders and communities. 
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The fifth part addresses the dynamics and mechanisms related to the generation and 
distribution of both rents and benefits, while mediated by market and institutional 
factors. Finally, the last part states the final conclusions and suggests ways to move the 
tenure reforms ahead.   
 
THE SHIFT FROM AGRARIAN TO FOREST TENURE REFORM 
 
A highly skewed distribution of land is probably one of the most characteristic features 
of land tenure in Latin America, along with the prevalence of a dual agrarian structure 
that broadly speaking is dominated, on the one hand, by smallholders with traditional 
production systems and a chronic deficit of productive assets and, on the other, by 
modernized medium- and large-scale agricultural producers strongly engaged with 
globalized commodity markets (World Bank 2008). In the past, agrarian policy included 
state-led land reform due to its redistributive impacts with potential for driving more 
equitable rural development. Hence, agrarian reform policy was employed by 
governments, at different times, with both social and economic goals. The implications 
of agrarian reform on the rural world in Latin America have been assessed in detail 
elsewhere (Alegrett 2003; Kay 1998; Thiesenhusen 1989). Broadly speaking, however, 
agrarian reforms have not had a significant impact on driving a more egalitarian land 
tenure, although they have promoted economic growth in the reformed sector.   
 
There are various types of state-led land reform. The most common modalities have 
entailed land redistribution, including state or market-led land reform, mainly in favor of 
smallholders and the landless on the basis of expropriated large landholdings (usually 
with compensation) Other state-led land reform modalities have promoted the 
registration of existing rights lo land, and restitution of rights to rectify past injustices, 
and finally recognition of rights that are exercised by individuals or groups but have not 
previously been sanctioned by the state (Barry and Meinzen-Dick 2008). In some 
countries, land reform includes privatization of ownership or user rights (Kirk, Loffler, 
and Zimmermann 1998). The fundamental purpose of state-led land reforms was to 
promote more equitable land distribution, as well as to secure the rights of marginalized 
social groups, while in some cases it was also aimed at providing an ‘escape valve’ to 
move landless and unemployed that could have served as sources of unrest in their 
regions. 
 
As mentioned above, the principal criticism against state-led land reform is that it has 
not been able to drive a significant transformation of land tenure structures. For 
example, even after the Sandinista government’s sweeping agrarian reform during the 
1980s in Nicaragua, a recent analysis of national land census data shows that between 
1971 and 2001, smallholders, representing 75% of all landowners, increased their 
portion of the land from 12% to only 20% (Grigsby and Perez 2007). Secondly, some 
reports argue that it has not led to significant improvements in the livelihoods of people 
who were given new lands or had their land rights restituted (Thiesenhusen 1995). In 
some cases, state-led reforms have not resulted in land redistribution for the poor but 
rather to the legalization of the rights of large-scale landholders who manipulated the 
process to their benefit like in Bolivia (Arrieta et al. 1990). Nonetheless, others suggest 
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that agrarian reform beneficiaries are better-off when they obtain access not only to land 
but also to complementary inputs and financial and non-financial services (Reyes 2002). 
Along these lines, it is argued that the impacts of  land reform strongly depend on the 
market and policy environment shaping farmer investments and thus the benefits they 
derive from the land (de Janvry and Sadoulet 2005). The disparate outcomes result 
from a combination of a complex set of factors that influence the well-being of 
smallholders and communities, and do not originate only from improved access to land 
(Deininger 2003). It is likely to argue that the same holds true for forest resources. 
 
Land reform is a central development issue in Latin America and has been since the 
middle of the 20th century, and even earlier in Mexico. The majority of the countries in 
the region have implemented some type of agrarian reform (de Janvry 1989). In 
countries with available public land, however, it has often been easier to avoid the 
political complexities of land redistribution by giving access to so-called uninhabited or 
‘empty’ lands in these agricultural frontiers, through the promotion of colonization 
processes (Nelson 1977). While avoiding politically complex land redistribution 
programs, formal colonization programs often set off new waves of conflict and unrest 
as ‘empty’ forest frontiers proved to be filled with forest peoples unwilling to give up their 
livelihoods without a fight (Schmink and Wood 1992). Furthermore, as land occupation 
was framed within broader agrarian perspectives of development, colonists were 
encouraged to clear land for agriculture, often in return for legal rights (Southgate and 
Runge 1990). Underlying this process is the notion, supported by legal frameworks, of 
the ‘social use of land,’ which has become a cultural institution throughout Latin America 
(Ankersen and Ruppert 2006). Based on that notion, work constitutes the basis for land 
ownership, rendered visible through the conversion of forest to stimulate agricultural 
land uses (Kaimowitz 2002). Both environmental concerns and indigenous territorial 
rights were largely neglected in the discourses, practices and modalities of agrarian 
reform, which erupted later as a result of shifting paradigms on forests, and from 
international demands by indigenous people around territorial use of such resources 
grounded on ethnicity (Roldan 2004).  
 
From the mid 1980’s to date, a wave of significant –and still little known– land tenure 
reforms have unfolded in Latin America. This new generation of land reform differs 
significantly with previous reforms due to the fact that it basically affects the livelihoods 
of forest people since it takes place in forested areas giving rise to a germinal forest 
reform (Taylor, Larson, and Stone 2008). Two characteristics distinguish this 
reinvigorated land reform. The first is the attention to local people’s claims for securing 
land access as a condition for building sustainable livelihoods based on forest resource 
use, in the face of growing pressure from external agents over lands originally occupied 
by traditional populations. An important feature here is that the majority of claims on 
forestlands are based on indigenous territories and recognition of ancestral rights to the 
land for the purpose of the reproduction of cultural identity. Thus ethnic identity, 
ancestral possession and collective use describe the perimeters of claims for large 
forested or mixed land-use territories.  The second characteristic is an important shift 
from a narrow focus on improving agricultural production to a broader interest on forest 
resources conservation and management – as a result of concerns rooted not only in 
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economic production, for timber and non-timber products, but also in biodiversity 
conservation, with collateral implications for ensuring the maintenance of environmental 
services in sustainable landscapes. 
 
About 120 million people live in rural areas in Latin America (Quijandría, Monares, and 
Ugarte 2001). It is estimated that approximately 25 million people live in subtropical and 
tropical landscapes, an important portion of which are covered with forests. 12 million 
people occupy forestlands in Mexico, a large portion of which are indigenous, three 
million in the forest landscapes of Central America, about 10 million people live in the 
forests of Amazonia, one million of which are indigenous people (Kaimowitz 2003). As 
of  today, roughly 195 million hectares have been granted in favor of smallholders and 
communities in predominantly forest landscapes (Pacheco et al. 2008; Taylor, Larson, 
and Stone 2008). For example, in Brazil, indigenous rights were recognized in about 
100 million hectares in favor of 500 thousand people (Kaimowitz 2002). In addition 20 
million hectares were allocated to about 145 thousand people embracing smallholders 
and extractivist people (CNS 2005). In Bolivia, there are in process of titling about 24 
million hectares to benefit 200 thousand indigenous people (Pacheco 2006). In Petén, 
about 500 thousand hectares have been granted through 13 forest concessions to local 
community groups (Junkin 2007). In Nicaragua, roughly 3 million hectares of forest are 
located in areas being claimed by and demarcated for indigenous territories. White and 
Martin (2002), looking at 16 countries in Latin American and the Caribbean indicate that 
nearly 100 million hectares have been reserved by states for communities, and about 
96 million hectares have already been allocated for them under different types of 
property rights. Although these data are only indicative, they suggest the important 
magnitude of this process of property rights allocation. 
 
One of the main features shaping forest reform is the eruption of indigenous demands 
leading to growing community-led land reforms ‘from below’ in opposition to what were 
more often state-led reforms ‘from above’ that dominated in the past. The origin of the 
indigenous and other local people claims stems from gains made by these groups at the 
international level, rooted in the recognition of their rights to cultural identity, and even to 
multi-culturalism at the state level. Indigenous activists built their claims not only on the 
formal acquisition of ownership of their ancestral lands but on the recognition of their 
economic, social and cultural rights to self-government of their territories and natural 
resources—including sub-soil resources (Plant and Hvalkof 2001). Therefore, this 
process of formal recognition of rights has put emphasis not only on formalizing and 
enforcing land rights, but also brings attention to the internal systems governing these 
territories, local ecologies and land uses. However, in most cases national governments 
have limited indigenous land ownership rights and decision-making right related to 
forest resource are constrained by requirements for compliance with onerous 
regulations. The latter is true, even in the countries with superior legal frameworks for 
recognizing indigenous land tenure (Roldan 2004).  
 
Although demands for the formalization of rights over collective lands have come 
principally from indigenous peoples, other claims have also arisen from communities 
whose livelihoods depend on forest-based economies (e.g., rubber, brazil nuts, chicle 
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and xate). These claims for the control of land and its natural resources are not 
necessarily based on ethnicity but on the traditional –de facto- possession of forest 
resources (Cronkleton et al. 2008). The features of these local populations are relatively 
heterogeneous, considering the development of their local institutions for managing 
resources and governing their territories and their capacities for benefiting from the 
resources at their disposal to sustain their livelihoods (Rosendo 2003; Stoian 2000). 
The policy responses and mechanisms devised by governments to satisfy the demands 
of these extractive communities also constitute a central piece of the forest reform. 
 
The second most important feature of forest reforms, as mentioned earlier, is the rise of 
conservation concerns in development paradigms, and more markedly of the paradigm 
of sustainable development (Brundtland 1987). Concerns for the loss of biodiversity 
facilitated the advance of conservation areas in their different forms (e.g., protected 
areas, biosphere reserves, and national parks), at the same time that demands were 
arising for the recognition of local peoples’ property rights (Fisher et al. 2005). While in 
some cases conservationist approaches to land use led to “set-aside” protection areas 
for avoiding human intervention, in others, they motivated the imposition of 
management regulations for natural resources in areas where smallholder and 
indigenous claims prevailed (Bray and Anderson 2006). Oviedo (2002) reports that 
about 86% of national parks in South America are inhabited, mostly by indigenous and 
traditional peoples, and use restrictions vary based on the category of protected area 
(Larson and Barry 2008). The major contribution of conservation logic to forest reforms 
has been the emphasis on promoting sustainable forest management through reduced 
impact logging, principally with regard to commercial logging activities (De Camino 
2000). To some extent, this ‘opened the door’ to the option of building local governance 
systems by taking into account existing local institutions for forest management 
(Gibson, McKean, and Ostrom 2000). 
 
In practice, several different modalities have been devised to allocate property rights to 
smallholders and communities, either indigenous or non-indigenous, which result from a 
mix of rights-based and environmental approaches, in combination with ongoing 
livelihoods concerns as well. In the bottom line has been the recognition of historical 
territorial claims to indigenous people, or rights gained through the de facto long-term 
occupation and use by other local populations. Conversely, environmental approaches 
seek to protect biodiversity by engaging indigenous peoples as good stewards of nature 
(Plant and Hvalkof 2001). These modalities will be explained in detail below. They tend 
to grant different types of rights to populations, and impose disparate regulations for 
natural resource use, posing new opportunities and challenges for local populations 
seeking to benefit from available land and forest resources use. 
 
In spite of the fact that land reforms in forested landscapes have challenged the 
approaches of traditional agrarian reform, they still rely on the legal, procedural and 
even technical mechanisms established under those process (e.g., land regularization, 
demarcation, titling and land registration), and often emerging legal matters are 
processed in the agrarian tribunals. While this may lead one to think that forest reforms 
constitute an extension of agrarian land reforms, it also suggests that they lack the 
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crucially needed steps for developing specific sets of procedures, mechanisms, and 
frameworks for administering in a more consistent way the forest-based rights.  These 
tend to be more complex in nature given the multiple functions of forest resources for 
goods and services provision, and the wider range of actors who share rights to 
common resources. 
 
In many ways, the new perspectives that forest reform brings to land reform contradict 
conventional procedures for implementing land regularization crafted upon an agrarian 
approach, as mentioned above. As a result of the previous process, different models 
have emerged, with somehow diverse underlying assumptions about the contribution of 
forest resources to local people’s livelihoods. While some of these models are more in 
line with the goals of tenure reform, others face severe obstacles to devolving property 
rights to communities, and more importantly creates conditions for people to enhance 
their traditional forest livelihoods within evolving markets and institutions. 
 
TENURE MODELS AND FORESTRY REGULATIONS SHAPING FOREST REFORM 

 
The dynamics of land reform have been different in the countries under scrutiny here 
(Bolivia, Brazil, Nicaragua and Guatemala) as they have been driven by the action of 
social movements under specific political conditions. An assessment of the land 
distribution processes in these countries is beyond the scope of this paper, but it can be 
found elsewhere (Thiesenhusen 1995). Yet, it is noteworthy that in these four countries 
the governments adopted more proactive roles in distributing forest lands in response to 
political pressure from indigenous organizations, smallholders and landless people, 
which marked the beginning of the forest tenure reform.  
 
In Bolivia, the new agrarian and forest laws, both issued in 1996, included explicit 
measures recognize the territorial demands of indigenous and prioritized titling of lands 
for other rural stallholders, as well as opened opportunities for the commercial use 
forest resources, a right previously reserved for designated industries.  While there were 
a range of interests and motivations behind the reform process, a key driver that 
assured the inclusion of interests of normally marginalized rural peoples were 
aggressive protests and grassroots collective actions. In particular, mass marches by 
indigenous and campesino organizations in 1992, 1996 and 2000 were instrumental in 
pressuring the national government and winning public support for  grassroots 
proposals for distributing land and forest resources.  As a result, some areas were 
immobilized1 to be titled in favor of indigenous groups after a process of land 
regularization and titling (Hernáiz and Pacheco 2000), and the land for agroextractive 
communities were demarcated and titled. In Brazil, conventional agrarian reform 
intercepted with forest tenure reform in the Amazon stimulating the regularization of 
colonist settlements, halting relocation projects that were displacing forest people, and 
promoting the recognition of indigenous territories, extractive reserves and 
agroextractive settlements (Hall 1990, 2000). In Guatemala, market-based approaches 

                                                 
1
 The immobilization refers to the fact that the areas claimed by indigenous territories were admitted by 
the state in order to initiate there a process of land regularization to define the areas to be granted to third 
parties in the claimed territories, and the areas effectively to be granted to indigenous people. 
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have been adopted for land expropriation and distribution to smallholders (Saldivar and 
Wittman 2003), complemented with concession of forestlands to communities for 
commercial logging operations (López 2006). In Nicaragua, there was a state-led land 
distribution during the early 1980s, implemented by the Sandinista government, which 
primarily benefited non-indigenous peasants, but the new Constitution in 1987 
recognized indigenous rights to their communal properties2.  
 
The way in which these rights have been allocated to smallholders and communities 
have varied in each of the countries of the region, depending on the constellation of 
power relationships, and the capacity of the rural actors, including indigenous people, 
extractivist and traditional communities, to influence national decision-making. However, 
some common factors have decisively contributed local people to make progress in 
their agendas around land tenure working at different levels. Among such factors is the 
support received at the international level for the rights of local people—mainly 
indigenous—to their territories (Schmink 1992). Along with the previous factor is the 
importance that the ethnic agendas around biodiversity conservation have acquired in 
the national and global debates. In third place are the views coined at the local level for 
the global agendas on forest conservation (Colchester 2000).  
 
Four tenure models, broadly speaking, are being implementing as result of the new 
wave of land tenure reforms in forested landscapes, which co-exist with the pre-existing 
colonization schemes, making a total of five different figures, summarized in Table 1 
below. The first modality grants individual property rights to people settling in new lands. 
The second model supports the recognition of ancestral or traditional rights of 
indigenous people over lands based on ethnicity. The third is the model that recognizes 
rights to extractive people over resources that are mostly accessed and managed under 
collective social agreements. The fourth allocates collective rights to local communities 
but establishing safeguards against forest depletion (e.g., agroextractive and forestry 
settlements). Finally, the fifth modality is community concessions defining collective 
access to forest resources, but under more strict regulatory frameworks for forest use 
(e.g., concessions to communities or to local social groups). In addition, the heritage of 
conventional land tenure modalities still persists through the titling of individual private 
landholding which are scattered in the evolving frontier areas.  

 
< Table 1 > 

 
An important distinctive feature of these different models, in comparison to individual 
land titling, is that they recognize collective forms of ownership, and hence they allocate 
formal collective rights in favor of smallholders grouped in either communities or 
associations of communities. Furthermore, they do not grant definitive property rights in 
favor of smallholders and communities, although with some differences depending on 
the applied model. For example, agro-extractive and forestry settlements recognize 

                                                 
2
 The latter was ignored in practice, however, until the indigenous community of Awas Tingni took the 
government to the Interamerican Court for Human Rights over a logging concession given in their 
territory, and a Communal Lands law was enacted, in 2003, to create the mechanisms for demarcation 
and titling (Rivas and Broegaard 2006; Larson 2008). 
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permanent usufruct and management rights to communities, but they can be reversed 
in case of contraventions to environmental regulations. The systems of forest 
concessions, which comprise community concessions in Guatemala and local social 
users in Bolivia, apply specific timeframes that last 25 years in Guatemala, and 40 years 
in Bolivia, but mechanisms exist for rights renewal. In turn, indigenous territories have 
benefited from the transference of rights which are more difficult to be reversed to the 
state.  
 
Nonetheless, people benefiting with rights under all of these modalities have to comply 
with specific regulations for natural resources use, and specifically for forest resources 
management. These regulations are often more developed for timber management, and 
are relatively flexible for non-timber forest products extraction. The elaboration and 
implementation of timber management plans are often mandatory as a way of ensuring 
the adoption of good practices in forestry operations, which are intended to lead to 
forest conservation. In some cases, like in Brazil, settlements are forced to implement 
sustainable development and land-use plans as a previous step to the formulation of the 
forest management plans which adds even higher transaction costs and constraints for 
local forest use. In the case of Guatemala, communities have been forced to certify their 
operations as a way to protect their formal rights to the forest concession. While in all 
cases the state recognizes exclusion rights in favor of communities, it frequently does 
not strenuously defend these rights, nor do existing land and forestry regulations grant 
communities authority to deploy mechanisms to protect themselves from encroachment.  
In most cases, the state recognizes the existence of some representative organization 
which receives the land title, and it assumes that these organizations have the capacity 
to govern on their own the lands, or territories, and provide the required support to local 
people. Finally, all the tenure models do not grant alienation rights, and in most of the 
cases they prohibit land sales inside the collective lands, and also limit land transactions 
that could occur with third parties.  
 
This review suggests that, in practice, only limited and highly conditioned rights are 
being allocated to smallholders and communities, and hence the capacity to obtain 
greater benefits from new property rights are based on collective capacities for 
organizing access and management of lands and other natural resources. These are 
generally limited to access and usufruct rights for non-timber forest products under 
customary practices, while commercial logging right require compliance with onerous 
regulations typically geared toward industrial scale timber enterprises (Pokorny and 
Johnson 2008). Forestry regulations in the Latin America region tend to neglect existing 
customary practices, institutions and organizations related to forest resources 
management, forcing community groups to face a steep learning curve as they adapt 
existing behavior, or try to develop new arrangements that conform to standards 
imposed by the legal frameworks (Pacheco 2007). Furthermore, over time, 
governments tend to increase the environmental safeguards, for example limiting full 
land ownership for smallholders or communities to exert greater control over resource 
use and avoid turnover and land concentration in the hands of others. Imposing 
conditionality to land ownership is seen as a safe way to enforce good land and forest 
use practices. Yet, there is not still enough empirical evidence about the outcomes 
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based the use of these safeguards. Nevertheless, in contrast to expected, these 
restrictions often have the unintended consequence of encouraging smallholders to 
view forests as obstacles rather than sustainable opportunities 
 
Finally, it should be stressed that several factors influence which model is implemented 
in each specific case. Probably the most important factor is the origin of the demand, 
and whether it is based on ethnicity. Closely related factors are whether the claim is 
justified by ancestral possession or long-term occupation of the land and forest 
resources, and whether local livelihoods are dependent on forest resources. Another 
factor is related to the state’s perspective on development and the expectations held for, 
specific land and forest tracts in contributing to productive and environmental functions. 
In most cases the forest tenure model results from a highly contentious political 
process, in which the delineation of land claims for forest dependent people must be 
negotiated and balanced against competing claims from other landholders, often 
powerful interests able to influence the process through economic and political 
pressure, back channel negotiations and even threats. In this sense, mapping territories 
has constituted a crucial act for defining the parameters under negotiation, and the 
emergence of participatory mapping initiatives a vital tool for leveling the playing field for 
rural people. 

 
TENURE RIGHTS, FOREST REGULATIONS AND FOREST USE 

 
The land tenure change that local communities face has different implications in the way 
in which smallholders and communities use the forest resources, although it is likely to 
argue that it has not translated into significant economic gains from such resources use. 
The recognition of land rights has mixed impacts on enlarging the capacities of 
smallholder and communities to exclude others from the demanded lands. The 
outcomes depend not only in formal recognition of the rights but also on the institutional 
capacity of the residents, the characteristics of the tenure mechanism used and the 
state having the political will to defend the boundaries from incursion3.  
 
In the previous line, there are some cases in which the creation of extractive reserves 
have helped to increase political power of local communities that translated in impeding 
the encroachment of forest areas by ranchers like in Acre and Rondônia (Brown and 
Rosendo 2000; Keck 1995) or to expel timber companies occupying community lands 
like in Pará (Nunes et al. 2008). In the same line, there is evidence that the recognition 
of indigenous lands has led, in some cases, to reduced external pressure from loggers 
and ranchers in the Brazilian Amazon (Nepstad et al. 2006), although they fail in cases 
of strong external pressure from largeholders, like in Guarayos, Bolivia (Cronkleton and 
Pacheco 2008). Yet the latter has to do with the intervention of state agencies for 
helping local people in enforcing their tenure rights. In Nicaragua indigenous 

                                                 
3
 For example, in Brazil the National Foundation for Indians (FUNAI) plays a very active role for 
maintaining the outer boundaries of indigenous territories, and the Brazilian Environmental Agency 
(IBAMA) does in the case of extractive reserves. In contrast, in Bolivia, indigenous people have no similar 
state agency looking after their interests, then in areas where the indigenous territories (TCOs) are 
accessible; the indigenous people have a very hard time on defending their acquired lands. 
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communities have felt empowered by their new rights to take the law into their own 
hands to expel colonists, when the government failed to do so after repeated demands. 
In one case this lead to serious violence and two deaths (Larson 2008). The community 
concessions are proving to play an important role in securing forest lands in favor of 
local users. There is evidence in Guatemala signaling that they have contributed local 
groups to maintain their rights over the forest (Carrera and Prins 2002; Nittler and 
Tschinkel 2005), and they may likely have had the same impacts in Bolivia. 
 
The case of agroextractive and forestry settlements, mostly the ones located in the 
Amazon, are more problematic given the heterogeneous social groups they embrace, 
and the diversity of the natural resources they have access to, yet an important 
distinction can be made. In the case of traditional communities with diversified 
economies but with a high dependence for their livelihoods on forest resources, gaining 
access to property rights have had a decisive role in reaffirming their livelihood 
strategies, and even getting access to some collateral benefits, like some financial 
resources from state programs . That is the case of the agroextractive communities in 
Bolivian northern Amazon, which base their livelihood strategies on  Brazil nuts 
collection (Pacheco and Cronkleton 2005). The formal recognition of tenure rights 
provides these producers with a more favorable environment to develop their activities 
based on forest resources management. 
 
Forest regulations have a decisive influence in how resources are used by smallholders 
and communities, in some cases promoting sustainable management practices, and in 
others discouraging efforts to attempt forest management or encouraging illegal or 
unsustainable practices due to high transaction costs related to compliance with the 
law. With regard to logging, forest regulations are often biased against community. For 
example, due to requirements regarding the use of proper technologies, also forestry 
office personnel may favor logging companies in the implementation of regulations; and 
even where all else is equal, the structural inequities (e.g., information, capital, credit) 
faced by smallholders and communities often make forest management for commercial 
timber prohibitive (Larson and Ribot 2007). Kaimowitz (2003) argues that the norms 
issued for forest resources use constitute an important barrier for communities to 
develop formal forest management due to the financial costs involved to develop the 
management plans, and the unrealistic technologies that they impose to local users.  
The extra-financial costs for implementing reduced impact logging, for example, which 
is adopted as the main forest management systems of the countries of the region, 
involves more sophisticated tools for forest management—such as the elaboration of 
forest management plans—that not all communities are able to afford, since they also 
need of the signatures of foresters to prove the authenticity of the process. Furthermore, 
the dominant model is mostly focused on timber management, neglecting the 
importance that non-timber forest products have on livelihoods and local markets 
(Shackleton, Shanley, and Ndoye 2007). 
 
Main characteristics of the current legal frameworks is that they achieve to homogenize 
the forest management models, which in turn reduce the chances for local forest users 
to rely on their forest use systems, which are adapted to their needs and interests 
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(Pacheco 2005). The assumptions underpinning the forest norms conceive a model 
suited for large-scale commercial logging, which is highly dependent on external inputs 
such as capital and technology, and reliant on relatively well developed timber markets 
that facilitate the interactions among the forest actors, and contribute to the flows of 
capital and products (Pokorny and Johnson 2008). Hence at the same time that forest 
regulations tend to neglect the local systems of forest use, they also take away the 
decision-making power over forest resources from the organizations of smallholder and 
communities to external actors belonging either to the private or the public sector.  
 
Not only do forest management norms complicate the life of community members 
through high transactions costs for gaining approval of management instruments, but 
the process can cause prolonged delays for authorization (sometimes months or years). 
The bureaucracies in forestry agencies are notoriously difficult to navigate for gaining 
harvest approvals through normal channels, even for those with the capacity and 
resources to prepare required documentation. It is not surprising that numerous 
communities simply cannot afford to generate the necessary information and paperwork 
for developing and submitting a management plan, a situation that constitutes a strong 
incentive pushing community stakeholders towards informality, and perpetuating illegal 
practices (Nunes et al. 2008; Pacheco 2007). Typically communities that cannot 
formalize their forestry operations can either risk continued reliance on illegal logging or 
they can enter into agreement with loggers who finance the management plan in return 
for access to the community’s forests. Often the terms of such agreements are not 
favorable to communities given their lack of experience and power to oversee logging 
operations on their land, but there are also cases where loggers simply use permits 
gained through community management plans to mask illegal logging taking place 
elsewhere (Medina 2004; Vieira et al. 2008). At the end, these practices affect 
negatively due to the fact tend to deplete the natural capital of communities without 
providing in exchange important benefits. 
 
But not all communities face similar situation. There are some that have been able to 
implement the recommended norms and regulations with the help of forestry projects 
and NGOs. These communities with formal forest management plans have had to 
overcome several challenges particularly the create new social and economic 
organizations, as in Nicaragua (Mendoza, Hendy, and Lino 2008), or adapt existing 
ones such as in Petén, Guatemala (Carrera and Prins 2002; Monterroso 2008), or in 
Bolivia. The development of institutional arrangements for creating working community 
forestry enterprises can be one of the main obstacles for groups that lack experience 
and tradition of collective forestry operations (Antinori and Bray 2005). In some cases, 
these new organizations have had tensions with the existing social organizations—such 
as the indigenous councils or community councils—but in others they constitute 
decision bodies responsible for playing complementary functions (Taylor 2005). Some 
studies suggest that overcoming the financial and technical management of the forestry 
operations is the most pressing challenge for communities under the prescribed models, 
which makes them dependent on external support (Medina and Pokorny 2007).  
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As a way to overcome such constraints, and reduce financial barriers and transactions 
costs for communities, some countries such as Ecuador and Brazil, are trying to simplify 
forestry regulations, mainly for low intensive timber harvesting performed by 
smallholders and communities. The outcomes are, however, not quite as promising as 
expected due to the fact that smallholders are not enthusiastic about the implementation 
of such plans, and prefer to continue developing their activities as accustomed, due to 
the persistent bureaucratic process of approval of plans. Another major reason is that 
most of the financial resources for timber extraction are provided by the middlemen, 
which facilitates the provision of timber without complying with the law (Ibarra 2008).  
 
In Brazil, although simplified plans are easier to elaborate, their approval is still a quite 
difficult, and nothing suggests that it is going to change dramatically to future 
(Carvalheiro 2008). In Nicaragua, simplified plans have been developed to salvage 
timber affected by Hurricane Felix in September 2007, but six months later, as the wood 
rotted and the rainy season approached, dozens of communities were still awaiting 
formal approval. Also, simplifying procedures for timber extraction has been found to 
reduce the price of timber supplied to the industrial enterprises and middlemen, without 
significant transfer of profits to smallholders and communities (Ibarra 2008). In Bolivia, 
allowing the harvesting through three hectare harvesting plans tended to favor local 
loggers instead of colonists, whom these plans were intended to benefit (Cronkleton 
and Albornoz 2003). In several cases, forestry laws simplification has favored ‘elite 
capture’. It is argued that elite capture emerges by the availability of high value 
resources and weak institutional control mechanisms that create opportunities for local 
elites to obtain substantial shares of the benefits generated by valuable local forests 
(Iversenb et al. 2006)4.  
 
It is important to stress that tenure models more oriented to timber management (e.g., 
community concessions and to social groups) compel social groups to implement 
commercial logging as the singular way to make a living. It is also likely that they are 
doing better business than others since they have structured more complex 
organizational models and found the ways to obtain both investment and operational 
capital (Junkin 2007). The people residing in lands circumscribed under different legal 
figures (such as extractive reserves, agroextractive settlements, and indigenous 
territories, among others) still draw their livelihoods from more diversified portfolios, one 
activity of which is commercial logging. Nonetheless, there are still not enough clear 
legal mechanisms for supporting this diversity. The challenge for the regulatory 
frameworks should be to set up a system whereby these distinct forms can be 
empowered to succeed.    
 
TIMBER MARKETS, RENTS AND BENEFITS FOR LOCAL USERS 
 
The likelihood that the different tenure models will succeed depends very much on the 
benefits each group obtain from forest resources, either for enhancing their sources of 
livelihoods or to increase their monetary income, which, in turn, are related to the way in 
which smallholder and communities adapt their institutions, systems of forest 

                                                 
4
 A contrasting case of the previously mentioned is Petén, Guatemala. 
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management, and organizations to evolving policy and market conditions. Furthermore, 
smallholder and communities are not isolated actors in the forestry sector, and they 
have to either compete or interact—through formal and informal transactions—with 
several other actors (e.g., middlemen, sawmill owners, services providers, timber 
companies) for financing their management plans, obtaining operational capital, buying 
required services, and selling their product. Hence, the benefits that smallholders obtain 
from their forests strongly depend on their capacities for managing their forests and 
forestry organizations, and from the way in which they engage with the market, which, in 
turn, is shaped by other conditions that define the playing field where market 
transactions take place. For example, the timber markets are characterized by several 
imperfections such as high barriers to entry, buyer monopolies that often set low prices 
for round wood in the production zones, and asymmetric information between 
smallholder and buyers. The benefits that smallholders and communities are able to 
derive from their forests are also determined by incentive structures, or subsidies, that 
they receive from public sources, or private agents, mainly in service provision. Finally, 
another important factor setting a key parameter for potential income is the quality of the 
forest and the kinds of commercially valuable resources available. 
 
The effects of developing formal forest management processes on people’s income are 
quite contrasting. While some communities are capable of competing aggressively in 
open markets and of adopting an entrepreneurial model of timber harvesting, complying 
with specific quality standards, others simply do not have the capacity to adopt these 
model and to benefit from it, nor to sustain such models without considerable external 
support. Nevertheless, an important factor on how well communities perform with their 
forestry initiatives depend on the quality of the forest resources they have access to. For 
example, the community concessions in Petén, Guatemala, have developed a forestry 
model in which some communities or enterprises are vertically integrated, including 
harvesting, transportation and milling, and final sale to domestic buyers as well as 
exporters for foreign markets, while communities in Bolivia are mostly selling standing 
trees to local loggers and timber companies.  

 
< Table 2 > 

 
Table 2 shows the quite contrasting characteristics of selected experiences of 
community forestry. The community concessions in Petén show relatively high levels of 
income, about US$ 560 thousand in Arbol Verde and US$ 326 thousand in Carmelita, 
even though volumes harvested are slightly greater in the second community. Yet, while 
net profits in the first community equate US$ 226 thousand, they are equal to only US$ 
28 thousand in the second community. The case is that Carmelita has much higher 
operational costs which impact greatly in their levels of profit. In Nicaragua, the 
community forestry cooperative of Layasiksa, supported by the World Wildlife Fund until 
recently, had profits of $13,000 in 2006, in spite of a very adverse regulatory climate5, 
and $30,000 in 2007; in 2006, an additional $18,000 was paid in labor costs to 
community members (Masangni/WWF/IFC 2006). In Bolivia, indigenous groups with 

                                                 
5
 The government declared a forest emergency followed by a moratorium on logging. The community 
estimates lost (gross) income of $28,000 (Mendoza, Hendy, and Lino 2008). 
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ongoing logging activities have not achieved such levels of profits, since they are only 
able to sell standing trees, or harvested logs in the lumber yards to local sawmills. For 
example, in the indigenous territory of Guarayos, Bolivia, the community of Santa Maria 
could not make any profit by harvesting about 500 m3 in 2004, that since most of the 
income when to remunerate the labor of the community members in the extraction 
process. The community of Cururú (in the same territory) obtained a profit of about US$ 
35,000 in 2007 with an estimated production of 2,100 m3 (Albornoz, Cronkleton, and 
Toro 2008). 
 
The Bolivia cases are less profitable but that is largely because their forests were 
previously logged over by timber companies, and Santa Maria and Cururú do not have 
precious timber like mahogany and cedar which is available in the community 
concessions of Arbol Verde and Carmelita. Although the Bolivian communities are only 
selling standing timber, they do not have the capital that is available in the communities 
of Peten, although the operational financial needs are also higher in the latter 
communities. Furthermore, it is important to stress that communities in Peten, and in 
Guatemala have and are still receiving much higher contribution, or subsidies, from 
forestry projects for supporting the financial needs of communities. Finally, it is 
noteworthy that communities analyzed here are much better connected to markets that 
tend to pay better for the timber than local loggers and timber companies in Bolivia. 
 
Medina and Pokorny (2007) performed a financial assessment of 12 community 
initiatives pursuing formal forest management in the Brazilian Amazon classified 
considering the scale of their operations (micro, small, and large). They conclude that 
small-scale initiatives have productivities 75% lower than the obtained by timber 
companies; and 25% lower than community large-scale operations. Furthermore, 
community operations have relatively high production costs that limit the economic 
profits, since only the large-scale initiatives are able to remunerate labor force, while at 
the same time, to obtain some additional profits for investments. While some other 
initiatives can only remunerate the labor force, others depend on subsidies to keep 
running their operations. However, it can be argued that a major strength of 
communities is that they also tend to subsidize the costs of labor, and they are flexible 
that can allow their enterprise to go dormant if there are not interesting market 
opportunities. 
 
Furthermore, communities require relatively high levels of investments, ranging from 
US$ 25,000 to one million; and operational capital equivalent from US$ 4,000 in the 
small-scale operations to US$ 500,000 in the large-scale ones. The previous figures 
suggest the need that communities have for external assistance in the short run. The 
authors conclude that community forestry produces relatively modest profits, while the 
risks for them are relatively high. Only the large-scale initiatives with lower vertical 
integration were able to remunerate to the labor force and obtain some profits. The 
previous findings are similar to others’ findings suggesting that making progress in 
vertical integration of value chain does not ensure greater profits in spite of higher 
prices for the final product, since production costs tend also to increase, and technical 
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and financial management posit more challenges for communities (Bray, Merino-Pérez, 
and Barry 2005).6 
 
The above arguments suggest that community forestry faces significant challenges, due 
to bureaucratic obstacles, technical and organizational constraints, and timber market 
imperfections. In spite of that, it is striking to find out that a major portion of communities 
in forested landscapes are engaged with informal timber markets, which are likely 
providing smaller but more direct and immediate benefits to the communities than those 
originated through formal market transactions. Empirical evidences gathered in the 
indigenous territory of Tasba Raya, Nicaragua, and in the northern Bolivia, and 
Guarayos, Bolivia, and in the extractive reserve of Porto de Moz, suggest that local 
communities are engaged with local markets for timber, and that they interact in varied 
forms with such markets, mostly in informal ways. These relationships work mostly 
through local intermediaries that are articulated to more complex value chains that 
intertwine together informal with formal channels, hence hidden illegal logging. 
 
In Nicaragua, after indigenous communities initially gained tenure rights to forests, 
logging companies mainly purchased standing trees, often for about US $13, in 
negotiations that have tended to favor particular leaders or influential groups within such 
communities, though this is beginning to change. Some resources have flown to other 
families when logging is practiced within individual plots, but this practice is now illegal 
without formal management plans (Larson 2008). In Bolivia, since smallholders and 
communities gained the rights to forest resources use, local loggers and timber 
companies have to negotiate with them to harvest their forests. In some cases, loggers 
pay for the forest management plans to get the formal rights to such forests, often 
inflating the existing timber stocks, so they can intervene other areas as well with the 
same permits. In other cases, they harvest the forest from communities without legal 
permits, and hence tend to pay lower prices to communities. In the latter case, 
communities have no other choice that selling their trees to loggers since cumbersome 
procedures, described earlier, impede them to use their forest through formal channels 
(Cronkleton and Pacheco 2008). It is noteworthy that only in a very few cases, 
communities organize themselves to harvest their forests with their own financial 
resources, and proceed to sell the logs to local loggers in the informal markets.  
 
In the extractive reserve of Porto de Moz, the creation of the reserve led to the eviction 
of large-scale timber companies from community lands. However, this has led to shift 
the pressure to the communities located outside the reserve, mainly to the ones places 
in the reserve’s right margins, but what is most important, to a restructuring of the forest 
actors. Local intermediaries, who mostly operate informally, have tended to replace to 
timber companies, and have successfully recreated a complex value chain that 
extensively articulate communities from within and outside the reserve with brokers, and 
wholesalers. In most cases, there are chainsaw operators residing in the communities 
that organize efficiently the local market networks at that level (Nunes et al. 2008).  

                                                 
6
 The opposite is true in the case of Layasiksa, in Nicaragua, however. The costs associated with logging 
alone are so high – primarily due to the cost of renting machinery for logging – that profits are only made 
by selling high quality sawn wood rather than round wood (Mendoza, Hendy, and Lino 2008). 
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Finally, it is important to mention that the governments have invested few resources to 
accompany the forest tenure reform with active policies for promoting community 
forestry through improved financial and technical services. This gap is been covered by 
informal credit suppliers, and local services provided who often take advantage of the 
distorted markets. For example, it has become quite common in Bolivia that forest 
services providers get paid for their services in timber, often through unequal terms of 
exchange that work against the communities. In Nicaragua, several NGOs have 
developed forest management plans for communities, but the cost savings for buyers, 
because they do not have to develop the plan, have not resulted in correspondingly 
higher prices for the communities selling timber (Wilson et al. 2008). Yet, for some 
organized and experienced communities that lack of capital, to pay service providers 
could constitute an interesting alternative if fair prices are agreed. In several cases, 
forestry projects have developed actions from Petén, Guatemala to Guarayos, Bolivia, 
and many other places in the forest landscapes of Latin America, to meet the needs of 
communities, yet with pre-fabricated models of community forestry development that do 
not necessarily respond to the views and interests of local communities. Unfortunately, 
there are not available reliable assessments about the actual impacts of such projects. 
 
These reflections suggest that there is still a lot of room to maneuver for the 
governments, and forestry projects, in their attempts to enhance the contribution of 
community forestry to the wellbeing of smallholders and communities, and by so doing 
to help the forest tenure reforms to succeed. Yet, the forest reform is in the cross-road 
of continue supporting pilot initiatives aimed at commercial logging that require from 
heavy external support, or to promote more plural systems of forest management which 
may build upon the own capabilities of smallholders and communities in the search for 
more integrated systems of forest management that include not only the management 
of forest resources but also the inclusion of environmental services. The forest tenure 
reform in Latin America could take some important steps by questioning the 
assumptions that originate it, as a way towards looking for innovative paths to move 
ahead. 
 
CONCLUSIONS 
 
Land reforms in Latin America are often associated with agricultural production and 
agrarian reform, which in spite of their ambitious goals ,were not able to achieve the 
expected outcomes of stimulating a more equal land tenure structure, and promoting 
agricultural growth with redistributive effects. The main shortcomings of agrarian reform 
were the limited intervention of the state in providing support to smallholders, 
inconsistent programs of colonization, and the large influence of powerful groups that 
manipulated land distribution in their favor. The state-driven land reforms, despite the 
fact that they involved some mobilization from peasant movements, were mostly 
initiatives driven ‘from above’. An important element of agrarian reform was the opening 
of colonist settlement areas for smallholders in tropical forests.  
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The new wave of land reform initiated in the 1980s, labeled here ‘forest reform’, is 
becoming equally important as prior agrarian reforms. However, the forest reforms differ 
not only because they are unfolding mostly in forested landscapes for forest people, but 
also due to the origin of the claims, which involve the recognition of rights, with an 
overwhelming influence of indigenous claims; the goals to be achieved; and the tenure 
models being implemented to achieve those goals. With regard to the former, tenure 
rights are being recognized on the basis of ethnicity and ancestral domain, not only of 
lands but also of forest, water and wildlife resources. Second, the goals of the forest 
tenure reforms include not only meeting livelihood needs but also the cultural 
reproduction of indigenous peoples, as well as biodiversity conservation and the 
maintenance of the forests’ ecological services. Third, forest reforms are promoting a 
diversity of tenure models (e.g., indigenous territories, extractive reserves, 
agroextractive and forestry settlements, and community concessions) under the 
assumption that collective arrangements for forest management may work to achieve 
the predicated goals. 
 
It is argued here that the move from agrarian to forest tenure reform constitutes, without 
a doubt, an important step for enhancing the livelihoods of smallholders and indigenous 
peoples. Nevertheless, forest reforms fall short in achieving their expected goals due to 
shortcomings in forestry regulatory frameworks and market conditions that are heavily 
biased against smallholders and community forestry. Ironically, the land reforms are 
being accompanied by constraining forest regulations, mainly inspired in homogeneous 
models for large-scale commercial logging, thwarting the opportunities for smallholders 
and communities to use and adapt their traditional systems for forest resources 
management. The straitjacket that forest regulations represent for communities tend to 
increase the entry costs for them to formalize their forest management initiatives. In 
addition, the bureaucracy that characterizes the approval of formal management 
increases transaction costs to communities, pushing an important number of them to 
avoid it and operate informally. This in turn renders them more vulnerable to illegal 
practices and greater exploitation. 
 
Smallholders and communities do not only have to face restrictive forestry regulations, 
but also adverse market conditions and market imperfections that tend to reduce the 
benefits they could potentially obtain from their forests. Only in a few cases where 
communities have been able to overcome the legal and institutional barriers to formalize 
their forest operations have they been able to capture important profits from timber 
markets. Unfortunately, it is more common for smallholders and communities to have 
limited capacities to develop competitive forestry operations. Nevertheless, such 
capacities could be built but will require significant external support – and not 
necessarily in the ways in which this has been provided to date. The most striking issue 
is that most of the communities in the region are strongly involved in informal markets, 
in fluid interactions with other forestry agents (e.g., local loggers, sawmill operators), but 
in relationships that tend to penalize timber producers because they are not able to 
operate in open markets. This implies that solutions seeking to improve the ways in 
which communities can benefit from their forests should be based on stronger social 
coalitions among smallholders and other forest actors along the value chain. 
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In the light of the existing problems, much remains to be done for forest reforms to 
move beyond the simple recognition of land and forest use rights for smallholders and 
communities, to facilitate their ability to overcome these obstacles.  The challenge is 
how to create a more plural system of forest management that acknowledges local 
diversity, builds institutional systems for services provision, and removes the market 
constraints for local forest users, among others. It is likely that significant progress will 
be made only by questioning the original assumptions of forest reforms and finding 
innovative ways to face the current and new challenges for the development of 
community forestry. 
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Table 1. Comparison of predominant land tenure models’ main features 
 Individual 

private 
smallholdings 

(a) 

Indigenous 
territories 

(b) 

Extractive 
reserves  
(c) 

Agro-extractive 
and forestry 
settlements  

(d) 

Social or 
community 
concessions 

(e) 

Access 

Individual 
through 

allocation by 
the state or 

land 
transactions 

Collective 
through the 
organizations 
of the ethnic 
social groups 

Collective 
but mediated 

by the 
community 

organizations 

Collective through 
social 

organizations 
created to claim 

land rights 

Collective 
through 

productive 
organizations 

Withdrawal 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Permitted the 
use of timber 
and non-timber 
forest products 

inside the 
individual plots 
with required 
authorization 

Exclusive 
rights to use 
their forest 
resources, 

but 
limitations 

apply for the 
commercial 
use of timber 
resources 

Not 
restrictions 

for the use of 
non-timber 

forest 
products for 
domestic 
uses 

Right to use forest 
resources for 
subsistence, 

commercialization 
only with 
approved 

management 
plan. 

Management 

Commercial 
use of forest 

need to 
comply with 
forestry 

regulations 

 

Commercial 
logging 

requires to 
comply with 

forest 
management 

plans 

Management 
plans need to be 
formulated and 
approved by the 
environmental 

agencies 

Exclusive rights 
to community 
groups to use 
timber but 
previous 

approval of 
management 
plans, and 

rights for non-
timber forest 
products 
extraction 

Exclusion 

Individual 
landholders 
may exclude 
other from 
their lands 

Indigenous 
groups have 
the right to 
exclude 
others 

Resident 
members 
have the 
right to 
exclude 
outsiders. 

Members have 
the right to 

exclude outsiders, 
internal divisions 
depend on mutual 

agreement 

Community 
groups have 
the right to 

exclude others 
for timber uses  

Alienation 

In most cases 
land 

transactions 
are not 
allowed 

Land 
transactions 

are not 
allowed 

Land 
transactions 

are not 
allowed 

Land transactions 
are not allowed 

Temporal rights 
that cannot be 
transferred 

Notes: a) refers to conventional ways of titling in favor to individual private landholdings, b) comprises 
indigenous territories, with special reference to the cases of Brazil, Bolivia, and Nicaragua. c) refers to 
the model of extractive reserves implemented in Brazil, both at the state and federal levels), d) 
embraces different types of extractive, agro-extractive, and forestry settlements mainly in Brazil, and 
agroextractive communities in Bolivia, e) comprises community concessions in Guatemala, and 
concessions to local social groups (Asociación Social del Lugar, ASLs) in Bolivia,  
Source: Elaborated by author based on Albornoz and colleagues (2008), Mendoza and colleagues 
(2008), Monterroso and Barry (2008), Nunes and colleagues (2008), Rocha and associates (2008), 
White (2008). 
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Table 2. Comparison of selected community forestry initiatives 

Petén, Guatemala (a) Nicaragua (b) Guarayos, Bolivia (c)   

Arbol 
Verde 
(2006) 

Carmelita 
(2002-05) 

Layasiksa 
(2007) 

Santa Maria 
(2004) 

Cururú  
(2007) 

First year of operations  2001 1997   2004 1999 2002 

Total managed area (ha)  64,973 53,797   4,665             2,433           26,420  

Annual harvested area (ha)  900 450  155                121    861  

No. of years harvested  7 11  4                      9                   6  

Annual volume harvested (m3) 1,029 1,365  1,363               500             2,119  

No. of families involved  344 88 169 35 34 

Annual gross income (US$)  559,530 325,616 201,513 3,808 77,205 

Remuneration to community labor 
force (US$) 

 39,290 27,723  21,962 3,069 43,123 

Transferences from incomes to 
community (US$) (e) 

32,800 33,409   6,053 1,823 0 

Total net profits (US$) 226,315 27,745  30,264 -3,221 34,486 

Certified operation Yes Yes Yes No Yes 

Volume harvested (m3/ha) (f) 
                  

1.1  
               

3.0  
                   8.8                    4.1  

                   
2.5  

Gross income (US$) / Annual 
harvested area (ha) (f) 

621.7 723.6 1,300.1 31.5 89.7 

Gross income (US$) / No. families 1,626.5 3,700.2 1,192.4 108.8 2,270.7 

Net profits (US$) / Annual 
harvested area (ha) (f) 

251.5 61.5 195.3 (26.6) 40.1 

Net profits (US$) / No. families 657.9 315.2 179.1 (92.0) 1,014.3 

Net profit (US$) / Volume 
harvested in the year (m3) 

219.9 20.3 22.2 (6.4) 16.3 

Main species harvested (d) Mahogany, 
cedar, 

manchiche, 
santa maría 

Mahogany, 
cedar, 

manchiche, 
santa maria 
and pucte 

Cedro macho, 
guayabo, mora, 
comenegro, 
santa maría 

Ochoo, yesquero 
negro, yesquero, 

colorado, 
paquio, tajibo 

Cerebo, 
yesquero 
blanco, 
yesquero 

negro, sujo, 
paquio, bibosi 

Type of operations Sawn 
wood, 

placed at 
mill 

Sawn 
wood, 

placed at 
port 

Sawn wood, and 
some round 

wood 
transported to 

buyer 

Sale of round 
wood, placed at 

road 

Sale of felled 
logs at stump 

Main markets 80% to 
USA, 

Mexico and 
Germany. 
The rest to 

local 
markets 

90% to 
USA. The 
rest to local 
loggers 

Round wood to 
local mill, and 
sawn wood to 

furniture 
companies 

Mainly to local 
loggers and 
sawn mills 

Timber 
company 

operating in 
the area 

Notes: Data for 2004 based on CONAP (2007, unpublished data), NPV (1999), Propeten (2007), Stoian and Rodas (2006), 
and own calculations. Data for Carmelita correspond to annual average obtained from analysis of financial flows between 
2002 and 2005;  b) elaborated by author based on Masangni/WWF/IFC (2006); c) elaborated by author based on Albornoz 
and colleagues (2008), and financial reports from the Indigenous Forestry Association of Guarayos (AFIG), and the 
BOLFOR Project; d) cedar (Cederal odorata), cerebo (Schizolobiom amazonicum), mahogany (Swietenia macrophylla), 
manchiche (Lonchocarpus castilloni), ochoo blanco (Hura crepitans), ochoo negro (Hura crepitans), paquio (Hymenea 
courbaril), pucte (Bucida buceras), santa maría (Callophyllum brasillense), tajibo (Tabebuia impetiginosa ), yesquero 
colorado (Cariniana domestica), yesquero blanco (Cariniana ianeirensis), yesquero negro (Cariniana estrellensis ), sujo 
(Imperata contracta), e) social benefits include scholarships, investments in community water systems and other donations; 
f) correspond to the hectares harvested during the year of reference (annual harvested area). 
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