
 
 

Give to AgEcon Search 

 
 

 

The World’s Largest Open Access Agricultural & Applied Economics Digital Library 
 

 
 

This document is discoverable and free to researchers across the 
globe due to the work of AgEcon Search. 

 
 
 

Help ensure our sustainability. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

AgEcon Search 
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu 

aesearch@umn.edu 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Papers downloaded from AgEcon Search may be used for non-commercial purposes and personal study only. 
No other use, including posting to another Internet site, is permitted without permission from the copyright 
owner (not AgEcon Search), or as allowed under the provisions of Fair Use, U.S. Copyright Act, Title 17 U.S.C. 

https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
https://makingagift.umn.edu/give/yourgift.html?&cart=2313
http://ageconsearch.umn.edu/
mailto:aesearch@umn.edu


 

 

Forest Product Markets, Forests and Poverty Reduction 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

B.M. Belcher 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paper prepared for presentation at the “Forests, Wood and Livelihoods: Finding a 

Future for All” conference conducted by the Crawford Fund for International 

Agricultural Research, Parliament House, Canberra, Australia, August 16, 2005 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Copyright 2005 by B.M. Belcher. All rights reserved. Readers may make verbatim copies 

of this document for non-commercial purposes by any means, provided that this 

copyright notice appears on all such copies. 



                                                                                                                                                                                                
P A G E  2 0      F O R E S T S ,  W O O D  A N D  L I V E L I H O O D S

SESSION: DEMAND FOR FORESTS AND FOREST
PRODUCTS TO 2020

Forest Product Markets,
Forests and Poverty

Reduction1

B.M. BELCHER

Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
PO Box 6596 JKPWB Jakarta, 10065 Indonesia

Email: b.belcher@cgiar.org

There is a new and increasing emphasis on pov-
erty alleviation and livelihoods improvement in for-
estry, representing both a challenge and an
opportunity. This paper briefly reviews the evolution
of the ‘livelihoods’ issue, analyses the concept of
‘poverty alleviation’ and discusses means by which
forestry can contribute to livelihoods improvement.
It focuses on the contributions of forest products
and markets, questioning the typical timber vs non-
timber dichotomy. The role and the potential of a
forest product is determined more by the socio-
economic and environmental context of the pro-
duction, processing and marketing system than by
the physical characteristics of the product itself.
This is important as new opportunities arise
through increased control of resources by local
people and new markets for forest products. Help-
ing achieve poverty alleviation through forestry re-

quires protecting poverty mitigation functions,
enhancing income and employment options, and
taking advantage of opportunities to build and
strengthen local institutions through policies and
project-level interventions.

Introduction
Forestry is being redefined, with a growing em-
phasis on poverty alleviation and livelihoods im-
provement. In many ways the issue is not new —
social forestry, community forest management,
joint forest management, non-timber forest prod-
ucts development, and a range of integrated con-
servation and development projects (ICDP) have
been tried and analysed in efforts to achieve both
livelihoods and conservation objectives (Gutman
2001). However, it is an evolving issue and the
emphasis has definitely shifted.

Since the late 1970s there has been increasing rec-
ognition and appreciation of the multiple roles of
forests. As the resource base has diminished and
the demands on the resource have increased, the
environmental services, recreation and non-timber
products of forests have come to be appreciated as
being equal to or more important than industrial
timber and fibre, particularly in developed coun-
tries. And many new stakeholders, from local for-
est users through to powerful international
environmental NGOs, have gained a voice in the
debate.

BRIAN BELCHER is Principal Scientist with
CIFOR’s Forests and Livelihoods Programme.
His current research includes a project with the
Forest Department of Jharkhand (India) and the
World Bank, and another associated with IFAD
rural development projects in India, Nepal and
China. The research aims to assess current
livelihoods status of forest-fringe communities,
measure the importance of forests and natural
resources, and recommend ways to improve
livelihoods. He led a recently-completed inter-
national comparative analysis of small-scale
commercial forest products production and
marketing. The overall focus of Brian’s work is
on understanding the role and potential of forest
products to meet development and environ-
mental objectives, with an emphasis on how
this changes under dynamic conditions. Brian is
a Canadian national with a PhD in forestry
(economics and policy) from the University of
Minnesota. He has been based in Asia for 12
years.

1This paper is an updated version of one presented at the
XVII Commonwealth Forestry Conference, Sri Lanka,
2005. It was then published in International Forestry Re-
view 7 (2), 82–89, 2005, and is reproduced here with the
permission of that journal.
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Forest management has had to take these uses and
these stakeholders into account for political and
for instrumental reasons. Indeed, a main driving
force in the development of social forestry has
been the recognition that people living in forest
areas have a major influence on the ecology and
that they need to be involved if management is to
succeed. One key element of the ICDP approach2

and much of social forestry has been, implicitly or
explicitly, that if the resource can be made suffi-
ciently valuable to local people then they will have
enough interest to conserve the resource.

Now, as the international community has becom-
ing increasingly willing to face the enormous
problems of poverty, poverty alleviation has be-
come a primary objective. The adoption of the
Millennium Development Goals has been re-
markably effective at catalysing interest and atten-
tion on poverty alleviation. The Poverty Reduction
Strategy Papers (PRSPs) promoted by the World
Bank and the IMF seek to organise development
assistance around poverty alleviation objectives.
Donors have shifted attention and resources to
poverty alleviation objectives.

Forestry has had a somewhat ambiguous position
in this changing landscape. The relevance of for-
estry in poverty alleviation seems obvious to some.
Large numbers of rural poor people depend on for-
est resources to some degree, though the defini-
tions used for ‘dependence’ and the resulting
estimates are highly variable and their accuracy is
questionable (Calibre 2000). WCFSD (1999) esti-
mated 350 million ‘depend almost entirely for
their subsistence and survival needs on forests’
and that another 1 billion depend on forests and
trees for fuelwood, food and fodder. The World
Bank (2001) estimated that 1.6 billion depend to
varying degrees on forests for their livelihoods,
with 350 million living in or near dense forests
depending on them ‘to a high degree’. For our
purposes it is sufficient to recognise that there are
large numbers of poor people living in and around
forests and using them to some degree. The same
conditions that have helped to conserve forests —
difficult access, steep topography and long dis-
tance to market, combined with poor soils and dif-
ficult climates, also limit the development
opportunities for local people (Sunderlin et al.
forthcoming). Moreover, forest resources (and the

land they stand on) are often the most important
available resource base on which to base poverty
alleviation strategies in these areas. Some authors
point to the new opportunities for people in these
areas. There are significant trends to decentralise
and devolve natural resource management to local
levels, and evidence of new markets emerging for
forest products (Scherr et al. 2004). And yet, for-
estry and forest resources have received very little
attention in most poverty reduction strategy papers
(PRSPs), for example Oksanen and Mersmann
(2002). Critics point to forestry’s bad track record
and to inherent characteristics that seem to limit
the potential of forestry for poverty alleviation
(Wunder 2001).

There is a strong moral argument to pay more at-
tention to poverty alleviation in rural areas. There
is a strong professional argument for foresters as
societies demand more from their public forests
and the public servants that manage them. There is
a strong instrumental argument, that people are
there, living in and around forests and using them
to meet their needs — foresters and forest man-
agement simply must take them into account in
more effective ways. And, in case these arguments
are not sufficient, there is also a strong strategic
argument. Government and donor budgets are in-
creasingly targeted to poverty alleviation. For for-
estry to be left out of poverty alleviation strategies
(PRSPs and other national strategies) is to miss a
great opportunity to engage fully in an important
mission.

Forestry and foresters need to respond to this
evolving situation by recognising the opportunities
and the constraints and acting accordingly. This
paper contributes to that objective by first analys-
ing the concept of ‘poverty alleviation’ and the
different roles that forests and forest resources can
and do play in poverty alleviation. It then focuses
on forest products and markets, considering differ-
ent classes of products and the socio-economic
systems in which they are managed. New research
and improved understanding of the role of forest
products in household economies helps to give a
more nuanced view of forest products and their
potential, beyond the typical timber–non-timber
breakdown. Environmental services, though im-
portant and with interesting potential for the crea-
tion and capture of financial value, are beyond the
scope of the current discussion; for a full discus-
sion see Wunder (2005). This kind of analysis is
needed as new opportunities emerge through new
and growing markets for forest products and gov-

2A second is what Sven Wunder calls ‘conservation by
distraction’, where labor-absorbing income-generating
activities shift production efforts out of the forest (Pers.
comm., email 17/4/2005)
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ernance changes that give ‘local people’ more
rights and responsibilities for natural resources
management. On that basis, I conclude with rec-
ommendations for action to help achieve forest-
based poverty alleviation.

Analysing poverty alleviation
The concept of poverty has been defined in many
ways, from materialistic definitions focusing on
income and wealth (welfare), to extended defini-
tions that emphasise capabilities and
empowerment in addition to the monetary aspects
of livelihoods (Carney 1998; Bebbington 1999).
Angelsen and Wunder (2003) review the defini-
tions as they relate to the forest–poverty link, rec-
ognising the conceptual value of the extended
definitions but favouring a more restricted defini-
tion for measurement and comparison.

In income and consumption terms, there are three
main components to the overall role of forests and
forestry in poverty alleviation.

First, resources are used to meet current consump-
tion needs, as a regular part of subsistence-level
livelihoods. There is extensive documentation of
the many products that are used for food, fibre,
medicine and other purposes (Neumann and
Hirsch 2000), and increasing effort to quantify that
use in both absolute and relative income terms
(Vedeld et al. 2004; PEN Website:
http://www.cifor.org/pen; Narain et al. unpub-
lished).

Secondly, forests are used as ‘safety nets’, where
people draw on available resources to meet emer-
gency shortfalls and to keep from getting worse off
in times of need. This kind of use is common and
is mentioned anecdotally in many papers (Neu-
mann and Hirsch 2000). Some recent work has
focused on the role of forests as insurance
(McSweeney 2004).

Together, the ‘current consumption’ and ‘safety
net’ roles serve to reduce the severity of depriva-
tion and keep people from getting worse off. This
can be termed the ‘poverty mitigation’ component
of poverty alleviation. In both of these roles, forest
products may be consumed directly or they may be
sold or bartered. In increasingly cash-based
economies, even in remote areas, people need
some cash to meet their basic needs and it is no
longer correct (if it ever was) to equate subsistence
with purely non-cash based activities.

The third component of poverty alleviation is
‘poverty reduction’ in the sense that the number of
households below the poverty line is reduced. This
is the actual lifting of people out of poverty where
income earned through the sale of forest products
or employment in the forest product production or
processing sector raises total income above the
poverty level. Surplus income can be used for
savings (in cash or, commonly, in livestock, jew-
elry or land) or invested in productive assets or
enterprises to further increase income. In the ideal
development model, improved wealth and capa-
bilities facilitate further increases in income, in a
virtuous cycle.

These different components of poverty alleviation
imply very different approaches for research, proj-
ect and policy-level interventions. For poverty
mitigation, poor forest users need to have their
access to resources protected. In practical terms,
that means recognising the many and varied
stakeholders in any forest management case, and
finding ways to avoid loss of access to resources
or to compensate people who will lose access to
resources as a result of forest management deci-
sions. The capacity of forests to mitigate poverty
may also be improved through management that
increases the quality and the quantity of the re-
source available to poor people. Many joint forest
management (JFM) activities in India, for exam-
ple, focus on reducing the pressure on forests to
encourage natural regeneration, sometimes in
combination with planting activities (Poffenberger
and McGean 1998). The primary focus is on im-
proving the resource base for domestic consump-
tion by local stakeholders, at least in the short
term, with longer-term objectives of improved
timber production for commercial purposes.

To achieve poverty reduction based on forest
products, there is a need to increase the creation of
wealth through forest products production, proc-
essing and marketing, and for mechanisms to en-
sure that some of that wealth is captured by the
intended beneficiaries. As discussed later, that can
be done only when there is real demand for the
products and the necessary physical and institu-
tional structures are in place.

Forestry also has an important role in ‘poverty al-
leviation’ in the broader definition, pertaining to
capabilities, empowerment and rights. Increased
attention to both conservation and livelihoods is-
sues at international and national levels has trans-
lated into substantial changes in governance
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worldwide, with increased subsidiarity (the princi-
ple that decisions should be taken at the most ap-
propriate level) and participation by relevant
stakeholders in natural resources management
(Brown et al. unpublished). In practice, this has
meant more emphasis on, and considerable actual
achievement in, devolving decision-making about
forest management to the people living in and
around forests (White and Martin 2002).

While the actual outcomes of devolution policies
have been disappointing to local forest users in
many cases, with a need for more emphasis on plu-
ralism and democratic accountability (Edmunds
and Wollenberg 2003), the trend is promising and
seems to offer good potential for improved liveli-
hoods. Moreover, at local levels, efforts to protect
and manage forests have resulted in increased co-
ordination among, and exercise of power by, local
communities. Some of these have been locally ini-
tiated, while others have had external support
through a variety of means. Improved local organi-
sation and capacity can represent both an im-
provement in livelihood in and of itself, and
provide a means to improve the income and wel-
fare aspects of livelihoods (Angelsen and Wunder
2003).

Forest products for poverty
alleviation
Forest products have typically been divided into
two main categories — timber and non-timber for-
est products or ‘NTFPs’. The timber category usu-
ally includes sawn wood, pulp, panel boards and
other industrial uses. The NTFP category includes
everything else, from roots, fruits and (sometimes)
fish and game or ‘bushmeat’ used for foods,
through a range of medicinal plants, resins and
essential oils valuable for their chemical compo-
nents, to fibres such as bamboos, rattans and other
palms used for weaving and structural applications
(Belcher 2003). Depending on the definition used,
fuelwood and carving wood may fall in one cate-
gory or the other.

NTFPs
NTFPs have been a main focus in discussions of
livelihoods and rural development for more than
two decades, for several reasons (Neumann and
Hirsch 2000). First and most importantly, there is a
high level of actual use of NTFPs by the rural
poor. Many studies record that rural households

use a wide range of forest products, and some have
attempted to measure the quantities in absolute and
relative terms. In an overview of case studies,
Vedeld et al. (2004) found that forest products
contribute 20–40% of total income of households
in forest areas, and that poor households tend to be
disproportionately dependent on forest resources
(especially fuelwood and fodder). These high use
levels are often cited as a rational for investing in
NTFPs as a way to achieve poverty reduction. At a
minimum, the widespread use of forest products
by the poor reflects that they are both useful and
accessible in the prevailing circumstances. Many
forest products are treated as open-access re-
sources, meaning that they are freely available
even to resource-poor people.

Many can be processed simply and at low cost us-
ing traditional technologies. Some have market
demand, so they offer an opportunity to earn cash
income in cash-constrained economies. However,
current use does not necessarily indicate that there
is good development potential.

There has also been an argument that NTFP har-
vesting has a relatively low impact on the envi-
ronment. This idea generated strong support for
NTFP development in the conservation commu-
nity. A big part of the strong interest in NTFPs has
come from this combination of ideas: that NTFPs
are important to poor people, that NTFP produc-
tion has low environmental impact, and so, it was
argued, NTFPs could be developed as a means to
improve livelihoods in an environmentally sound
way (Arnold and Ruiz-Pérez 2001).

While this argument may hold in some cases, there
are also some inherent limitations. Many NTFPs
have very low (often zero) market value. They are
accessible to poor people precisely because no one
else wants them. In economic terms, many are in-
ferior goods which are substituted by superior
products when incomes rise (Arnold 2002), and/or
domesticated (Homma 1992; Ruiz-Pérez et al.
2004). Moreover, as Dove (1993) discusses, and as
the institutional economics literature explains
(Bardhan 1987), if and when a particular resource
increases in value, it will attract more powerful
actors to try to control the resource and/or the
market. In the context of contemporary definitions
of poverty that recognise powerlessness as well as
low income and wealth, it is easy to realise that the
poor are at a major disadvantage in these proc-
esses.
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Moreover, the harvesting regime and the impact of
that harvesting depend very much on demand.
Low-impact harvesting that prevails under low-
demand conditions can quickly be replaced by
much more damaging harvesting practices and/or
intensities. For many commercially valuable
NTFPs, over-harvesting of the target species is
common (Ruiz-Pérez et al. 2004). Intensified man-
agement stimulated by increased demand can also
lead to forest clearing for planting high-value for-
est products (e.g. oil palm).

Timber
Timber, on the other hand, has typically been out
of reach of poor rural people for several reasons.
First, the costs of entry are typically very high.
There are high economies of scale in roundwood,
sawn timber, panel boards and pulp operations
(Wunder 2001). Harvesting, transportation and
processing activities are highly mechanised and
they require large capital investments that are be-
yond the capacity of the poor. This is not to say
that it is impossible for poor people to be involved
in timber harvesting — there are many small-scale
(often illegal) logging outfits in operation which
can operate with a single chainsaw, a corduroy
skid track, and a lot of hard work — but it is diffi-
cult for these small operators to capture much
more than the value of their labour.

Second, the poor lack legal forest resource owner-
ship and control. Throughout the world, forests
have been claimed by the state, and the rights to
exploit those resources have been assigned to large
companies. The exceptions prove the rule; in
Mexico, with strong community ownership
through the Ejido system, there are good examples
of successful community-owned and managed
timber enterprises. Elsewhere, most timber har-
vesting is done by medium- to large-scale compa-
nies. As discussed, there is now a trend toward
devolving rights and responsibilities, but tenure
remains insecure or incomplete. Many of the cases
included by White and Martin (2002) do not in-
clude rights over timber.

Thirdly, the political economy of forest exploita-
tion favours large-scale, politically-connected op-
erators. Good quality forests have high economic
rents — there is a lot of value standing on the
stump. They are highly coveted and useful as po-
litical tools. Forest concessions are often traded by
the government of the day in return for political
support and used to generate private wealth. Cor-

ruption in the forest sector has been a major prob-
lem. But even in the absence of corrupt practices,
it is still reasonable for the state to prefer to deal
with fewer large-scale operators than with a large
number of small-scale operators simply because it
is easier to administer and easier to capture reve-
nues through concession payments, taxes and other
means.

Fourthly, forest planting has been considered to
often be unattractive to resource-poor managers
because the rotation times are too long, and/or be-
cause their insecure land rights make long-term,
physically immobile investments risky (Wunder
2001).

These factors help explain the poor record that
forestry has had in poverty alleviation. Poor rural
people, including people with traditional claims on
the forest, have not benefited much from forestry,
and have very often been made much worse off by
having their resources depleted to the point of de-
stroying traditional livelihoods, or by being dis-
placed from their traditional lands.

Rationalising forest products
classification
In combination, the tendency to focus NTFP dis-
cussions and many development projects on low-
value open-access resources, combined with the
historical inaccessibility of the timber sector to
poor rural people, has led to a dichotomous and
incomplete treatment of forest products for poverty
alleviation. To put it bluntly, there has been a
widely-accepted assumption that NTFPs are for
the poor and timber is for the rich (Dove 1993).
This idea has been common (albeit implicit) in the
literature, with emphasis on NTFPs and very little
attention to small-scale timber production for live-
lihoods purposes. It has also been common in
practical applications such as in Joint forest Man-
agement (JFM) in India and many other commu-
nity-based natural resources management
programs and projects. People living in forest ar-
eas are given increased rights over NTFPs, but
rarely gain control or even revenues from timber.

Research and reflection on the role and potential
of NTFPs for both conservation and poverty alle-
viation has yielded a more sober and realistic as-
sessment in the academic literature (Lawrence
2003). However, recent discussions with NGOs,
foresters, and government officials in various
countries reveal that many still have high (and
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probably unrealistic) ex-
pectations for NTFPs that
mirror those in the aca-
demic literature of more
than a decade ago. It is still
common to hear proposals
with exaggerated expecta-
tions of the potential of
NTFPs to simultaneously
meet conservation and de-
velopment objectives.

A recent comparative
analysis of 61 cases of
commercial forest products
(mainly ‘NTFPs’) systems
provides lessons to help
understand the role and
potential of forest products
to contribute to livelihoods
improvement (Ruiz-Pérez
et al. 2004; Belcher et al.
2005). The study compared
a standardised set of de-
scriptors of the characteris-
tics of the forest product, the raw material produc-
tion system, the market system, and the socio-
economic, ecological and geographic environ-
ments for each case. It found a strong relationship
among cases according to the degree to which the
producer household is integrated into the cash
economy (defined in terms of the proportion of
total household income earned in cash) and the
proportion of total household income contributed
by the forest product (Fig. 1). A primary classifi-
cation yielded three main clusters of cases3, corre-
sponding to:

1. ‘Subsistence strategy’ in which the producer
household was weakly integrated into the cash
economy (<50% of total income earned in
cash) and in which the forest product contrib-
uted less than half of total household income

2. ‘Diversified strategy’ with high integration
into the cash economy and low contribution
from the forest product

3. ‘Specialised strategy’ with high integration
and high contribution of the forest product.
The cases in each of these categories have
many common features that relate much more

strongly to the social and economic context of
the case than to the particular properties of the
forest product itself. For example, a system in
which rattan (Calamus spp.) is cultivated in
fallow forest in Indonesia behaves much more
like a benzoin (Styrax paralleloneurum Per-
kins) system in Sumatra than like a wild-
harvested rattan in the Philippines or Camer-
oon. The most important ‘context variables’
concerned the nature of property rights, the
size and accessibility of markets for the prod-
uct, and the opportunity costs of labour and
land. With sufficient control over the resource
and a strong market, people are able to spe-
cialise in the production and marketing of for-
est products, provided of course that this is the
most rewarding use of their time.

The study also noted that commercial forest-
product production is commonly integrated with
other economic activities at the household level. In
all of the cases studied, the producer household
had some other economic activities and in most
cases the commercial forest product contributed
less than half of total household income. House-
holds with higher incomes achieved this either
through intensified production of higher-value for-
est products or from off-farm income (a very im-
portant means of poverty alleviation!).

Figure 1. Relationship between household integration in the cash economy
and product contribution to total household income (Source: Ruiz-Pérez et
al. 2004). Numbered points correspond to individual cases.

3A secondary classification based on whether or not a
product is actively cultivated yielded more detail (Belcher
et al. 2005)
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It should not come as a surprise that the conditions
that favour effective commercialisation are not met
in many poor areas. Property rights are often
poorly defined and local people may not have legal
rights to use the forest.

Markets, transportation links and other conditions
favouring trade are often poorly developed. And,
importantly, poor people lack the human and so-
cial capital, the skills and the connections to en-
gage productively in the market. So, without
careful safeguards, the process of forest product
commercialisation may have an anti-poor bias.

This perspective, combined with many new devel-
opments in forestry, argues for a different ap-
proach to forest products development. This
assessment is not intended to be pessimistic, but to
promote a realistic approach that considers actual
use and needs and genuine potential as constrained
by current local conditions.

Emerging opportunities in forest
product markets
The cautionary tone above does not mean that
there are no opportunities to use forest products
for poverty reduction. On the contrary, there are
good and improving prospects in many areas.
Scherr et al. (2004) identify a series of trends in
the forest sector that are creating new openings for
small-scale producers of forest products to benefit
from commercial trade. These include: increased
local ownership / control of forest resources,
growing demand for forest products, technical and
market developments that permit the use of
smaller-diameter and lower-quality wood, with
faster rotations; increasing scarcity, especially of
large-diameter tropical hardwoods; increased de-
mand for environmental services; conditions that
favour intensification of forest management and
farm-based production; opportunities for niche
markets in a globalised world; and more demo-
cratic governance. Other authors (e.g. Sunderlin et
al. 2005) also note that with increased attention to,
and possible reduction in, corruption in the forest
sector, there may be improved prospects for better
distribution of forest revenues.

There are growing markets for a wide range of
products — medicinal and cosmetic products, es-
sential oils and resins, fruits and flavours as well
as industrial woods. Scherr et al. (2004) provide a
useful classification of the main products and mar-
kets. Some are specialised ‘niche’ markets for par-

ticular types of products (i.e. high-value woods;
specialty oils or flavours).

Total demand may be relatively low, but prices can
be attractive for small numbers of producers.
There are also niche markets for particular types of
production and marketing arrangements. New
green markets and fair-trade enterprises sell posi-
tive images of the ecological and/or social impacts
of their products, along with the inherent charac-
teristics of the products themselves. And there are
growing opportunities for small-scale suppliers of
large-volume industrial feedstock. As processing
capacity in pulp and paper continues to expand,
and as natural forest supplies are depleted and ac-
cess becomes more constrained, industry needs to
turn more to planted supplies. In southern China,
for example, the processing capacity for pulp and
paper is expanding at a tremendous rate (Cossalter
and Barr 2004; Sun et al. 2004). Local farmers,
with forest land allocated to them and with poli-
cies favouring tree growing on sloping lands,
would seem to be well placed to supply this
growing market. Yet, as Cossalter and Barr (2004)
find, their costs of production may still not be
competitive with timber from the forests of Indo-
nesia or even Brazil! This is because the opportu-
nity costs of land are high in highly populated
areas, and because the competition still has access
to under-priced natural timber.

As discussed above, there is no guarantee that any
of these markets will be accessible to poor people,
even if the original products originate and grow
wild in their forests and even if the markets are
small and green. There is need for support at dif-
ferent levels, including in the market itself, but
also outside the forest products market per se, in
general infrastructure, agricultural support and
institution building. Poverty alleviation really
needs a concerted effort, with improved links with
other sectors.

Conclusions
What does this overview of current contributions
of forest products to poverty alleviation and the
identification of new opportunities indicate for
future investments in forest-based poverty allevia-
tion? How can foresters, governments, and conser-
vation and development agencies target their
efforts in the forest sector?

There is widespread use of forest products by poor
rural people, at least in part because they are ac-
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cessible at low cost. This role in poverty mitiga-
tion should not be underestimated, and there is a
need for more research on forest use and how it
changes in changing socio-economic circum-
stances. The poverty mitigation function of forests
needs to be better understood, recognised and ac-
knowledged by policy makers and, in some cases,
actively protected, for example when creating
protected areas or allocating timber concessions.
Efforts to rehabilitate degraded forest and afforest
deforested areas can be effective ways of increas-
ing access to poverty-mitigating forest products,
provided that people who need to use the resources
have the rights to do so. Multiple-use options,
managing for and giving more access to local peo-
ple to use a range of resources in commercial tim-
ber concessions, should be explored. This must be
balanced with considerations about productivity
and sustainability of the resource. There is still
considerable need for more and stronger efforts to
improve access and control by target groups to
forest resources.

Both poverty mitigation and poverty reduction can
be served by efforts to increase the value created
from forest resources and captured by the intended
beneficiaries. This may mean increased raw mate-
rial production and/or improved quality. It is a fact
that research and development in forestry, as in
agriculture, has been primarily focused on large-
scale commercial models, and for the benefit of
well-resourced stakeholders. There is a need for
research and extension appropriate for small-scale
producers, especially those operating in mixed
systems.

That said, the bottlenecks to successful commer-
cialisation often occur downstream. Technical as-
sistance is needed in post-harvest processing (to
reduce spoilage and improve quality) and support
is need to improve access to information (includ-
ing market information), technology, and credit.
Small-scale producers dealing with small volumes
of product in areas with poor transportation access
typically have very weak bargaining positions (es-
pecially if they lack property rights for the re-
source and if the product is perishable). More
research is needed to assess the role of local insti-
tutions, such as property rights regimes, market
structure and organisation, cooperatives, and oth-
ers in forest-based poverty alleviation, and learn
how to better facilitate and support successful
models in appropriate ways. This is an important
area with high potential for impact.

The usual NTFP vs. timber distinction is, for pov-
erty alleviation purposes, a false dichotomy. Real-
ising the market potential of any natural resource
depends on a range of social and economic condi-
tions being met. At a minimum, the producers need
property rights over the resource, there needs to be
a significant and accessible (both physically and
socially) market and a cost-effective means to get
the product to market. Current use by local people
does not necessarily indicate development poten-
tial and may indeed signal that the current market
opportunities are poor. And, if the conditions
change to make a product more valuable, special
efforts may be needed to help the intended benefi-
ciaries to capture the benefits. All kinds of well-
intentioned efforts to, for example, domesticate
wild resources or otherwise increase productivity,
to encourage local processing industries, to de-
velop new markets, or to otherwise increase the
profitability and attractiveness of forest product
production, run the risk of attracting new and more
powerful competitors such that could displace the
current producers. So, efforts will also be needed
to help build skills and capabilities by the poor to
engage competitively in markets. Based on our
research and experience, there is a need for more
attention to: linking small-scale producers to mar-
kets; improving the efficiency of post-harvest
processing; capacity building, and; improving ac-
cess to micro-credit.

Investment in building institutions and capacity
within forest communities, and facilitating the
devolution of rights and responsibilities for local
resource management, can be a direct pathway to
poverty alleviation, in the broader definition of the
term, providing opportunities for empowerment
and improved capabilities. It can also serve as a
critically important means of improving income
and employment through improved resource man-
agement and better skills to engage in the market.

Finally, we must keep in mind that forestry is un-
likely to serve as the only or even as the main ave-
nue to poverty reduction in many circumstances.
Other kinds of investments and support will be
needed to improve health, education and infra-
structure in rural areas. In many areas, agriculture
is currently the main employer and the main
source of income, and there is scope for productive
investment in research and extension to support
small-scale farmers. Forestry needs to be consid-
ered as part of the overall package, taking advan-
tage of opportunities where they exist. To facilitate
this we need better analysis of where poverty ex-



                                                                                                                                                                                                
P A G E  2 8      F O R E S T S ,  W O O D  A N D  L I V E L I H O O D S

ists and how it changes with other key variables.
Poverty mapping has become a popular tool,
though to date the main emphasis has been to
identify high concentrations of poverty (with vari-
ous definitions) and to look for coincidence of
poverty and other spatial features. There is a need
for more analysis of the relationships and causali-
ties between livelihoods status and quantity and
quality of forests, transportation networks, market
access, and so on, the conditions under which pov-
erty is reduced and under which it persists.
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