
COMMUNITY FORESTRY:
PARADOXES AND PERSPECTIVES

IN DEVELOPMENT PRACTICE

by

JUAN M. PULHIN

A thesis submitted for the degree of
Doctor of Philosophy

of the Australian National University

May 1996



DECLARATION

Except where otherwise acknowledged,
this thesis is my own original work.

Juan M. Pulhin

Canberra, 30 May 1996



DEDICATION

To my wife Yay
 for her love,

sacrifices,
and unwavering support



ii

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The initial ideas in this thesis took shape during the first year of my PhD studies in the

Department of Forestry of the Australian National University.  I thank Dr. Neil

Byron for stirring up my interest in the role of forestry in development, and for his

able supervision during this period.

After fieldwork I transferred from the Department of Forestry to the

Department of Human Geography, where I was exposed to various other

approaches to the theory and practice of development, through my supervisor, Dr.

Doug Porter.  Doug inspired me to look beyond forestry and relate my work to the

wider debate about sustainable development.  Beyond this, his commitment to a high

degree of scholarship, matched with conscientious supervision, was both a challenge

and a constant source of encouragement.  Special thanks are also due to Dr. Bryant

Allen and Professor Benedict Tria Kerkvliet for their valuable advise and

encouragement during the writing stage.  Their insightful comments on the early drafts

strengthened the arguments of the thesis.  Bryant also provided vital assistance during

the final stages of writing.

Many people of many different places and organisations provided assistance

during my 15-month fieldwork in the Philippines.  I wish to thank them all.  The

names are too numerous to mention, bar few.  In the Central Visayas Regional

Development Project, thanks go to John Dalton, Bel Navasquez, Pol Garma and

Raul Samson.  At the other three projects I thank the staff of the three NGOs —

Pag-Bicol Foundation Incorporated, Philippine Association for Intercultural

Communities, and the Soil and Water Conservation Foundation.  At the Department

of Environment and Natural Resources, I express my gratitude to Mayumi Quintos,

Belen Sotalbo and Joel and Divine Malicsi, who went beyond their normal workload

to facilitate my research.  I also wish to acknowledge the warm reception,



iii

cooperation, and patience of the project staff and the local people in the four

community forestry projects studied.  They made my fieldwork both interesting and

enjoyable.

The scholarship provided by the Australian Agency for International

Development is appreciated, and Geraldine Cooper deserves special recognition for

her efforts in this regard.  I thank Professors Gerard Ward and Peter Rimmer of the

Department of Human Geography for facilitating the extension of my scholarship, the

provision of editorial assistance, and other departmental support.  My thanks to the

able editor, Barbara Banks.  Thanks are also due to my fellow students and the staff

of Human Geography for making me feel at home in the Department.

My heartfelt appreciation also goes to Karl Benediktsson for his all-out

support during the last phase of this work.  I have benefited a lot from Karl’s

perceptive comments on the initial drafts of this thesis.  More than offering

constructive critique, Karl’s knowledge of mapping and organisational competence

played an important part in getting the thesis together in the end.

Ging and Aljoy Abraquez were also around to assist in the proofreading and

to cheer me up during the tense moments of the final stages.

The prayers, encouragement and love extended by the members of the

Graduate House Fellowship, the Saturday Bible Study Group, and the other

Christian brethren is also deeply appreciated.  I must mention the special support and

encouragement Yay and I received from Roland, Jacob and Mary during the difficult

times in my study.  Our parents and loved ones in the Philippines also provided a

continuous source of inspiration.

Finally, I give thanks, glory and honour to my Lord and Saviour, Jesus

Christ.  The blessings and grace we received from Him in the course of pursuing this

study is indeed unfathomable.



iv

ABSTRACT

This thesis deals with two related topics: core development objectives in community

forestry in the Philippines, and the ‘instruments’ of development practice which have

been used to address these objectives.  The two topics have currency beyond

forestry development and are at the centre of a debate about sustainable

development.  Community forestry aims to democratise resource access, alleviate

poverty, and ensure the sustainability of forest resources.  Development practice,

however, has often led to contradictory outcomes.  This paradox is examined from

three perspectives: that of political economy, characteristics of practice, and the

theory of rationalisation.

Four government-initiated community forestry projects in the Philippines are

analysed.  These projects provide an historical trend on the development and

refinements of the different techniques from the early 1980s to the present.  The

relationship between the use of these techniques and improved outcomes in terms of

the three core concerns is established.  Empirical findings from the cases suggest that

there is no necessary relationship between the employment of these instruments and

better development outcomes.  The attempt to democratise forest resource access

through the use of access instruments has benefited the local elite and reinforced the

government’s jurisdiction over these resources.  Similarly, the use of appraisal and

participatory planning techniques has homogenised views of the local community and

advanced a centrally determined agenda in forest management that has worked

against the alleviation of poverty.  Forest degradation is likely to continue, even with

the incorporation of social factors into the concept of sustained-yield forest

management.

The political economy perspective suggests that contradictory effects can be

explained by the country’s historical and political structure which has been shaped by
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an economically-driven development model and dominated by a more privileged

sector.  Despite genuine efforts for reform, this perspective contends that community

forestry projects and related development interventions will always be influenced by

political forces, and their benefits will be captured by the privileged sector.  On the

other hand, a focus on the characteristics of practice leads to the conclusion that

contradictory effects are results of the limitations of these techniques, including their

poor application.  This implies that the adverse effects may be addressed through the

refinement of these techniques and improvements in their application.  Finally, the

rationalisation thesis reveals that paradoxical effects are inherent in the use of these

techniques.  This perspective posits that even with the apparent shift from a state-

controlled to a more participatory and decentralised approach in forest management,

such as community forestry, the instrumentalist nature associated with the application

of these techniques reinforces the characteristics of homogeneity, technocracy, and

centralism which are inclined to produced paradoxical outcomes.

Both the political economy and the rationalisation perspectives provide a

gloomy prognosis for community forestry.  However, the recognition of the dual

problems of poverty and environmental degradation in the Philippine uplands,

suggests that community forestry should not be abandoned.  Through a responsive

mode of practice, there is room to move to improve the outcomes of the three

central objectives.  But responsive practice is not a panacea for all development ills.

The process is bound to be slow, strategies will vary from one place to another, and

success will be patchy.  But because responsive community forestry practice is not

amenable to central programming and control, it is more likely to result in sustainable

outcomes than the present approaches.
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