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PREFACE

Why publish this report in the middle of global negotiations on climate change? 
We believe that organizations, governments, communities, scientists, and the 
private sector can all learn from the forest management experience of Mexican 
communities, who have shown that they can increase the carbon mitigation role of 
their forests by managing them sustainably. Many such communitiesare thriving 
because of their forest-based businesses, and they are well placed now to capita-
lize on the carbon-capture and storage capability of their forests. 

This document presents the results of recent studies of community forest ma-
nagement in Mexico in the belief that it can inspire other countries and peoples to 
follow similar paths. Devolving rights over forest land and its resources, including 
carbon, to the local level is not a panacea for deforestation and forest degradation 
or the only necessary ingredient for forest-based carbon capture 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

• Forests managed sustainably by communities, including for wood production, 
can capture and store more carbon than can forest conservation regimes in 
which wood-harvesting is prohibited. 

• The Mexican model of community forest management is based on the 
devolution and recognition of rights over forest products, including timber, 
the establishment of community governance within a clear legal framework, 
and the enabling of community forest enterprises on the basis of forest 
common property. 

• The model has been supported politically by community mobilizations in 
crucial periods and by generally positive (although sometimes inconsistent) 
government forest policies since the 1970s. 

• Where community forest management becomes firmly established in Mexico 
there is increasing evidence that deforestation is slowed or reversed, forest 
cover expands, and communities increase in prosperity. 

• Bringing the community forest management model to deforestation hotspots 
is a challenge for the Mexican government, which has made it the kingpin 
of its overall carbon mitigation strategy due to its multiple benefits and 
comparative advantages. 

• Conditions exist and are expanding in other forested developing countries for 
the widespread adoption of community forest management in the context of 
climate change.
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 “Forests cannot be protected by remote control.”
A member of the Capulalpam de Méndez community, Oaxaca, Mexico

1.Introduction 

Climate change is one of the biggest chal-
lenges facing humanity in the 21st century. 
It not only threatens economies and social 
stability, if unchecked it will also permanently 
modify the resource base and ecological 
processes that sustain life on earth. Countries 
are designing and implementing strategies 
for mitigating and adapting to climate change. 
Climate-change mitigation (also called 
carbon mitigation) involves meeting targets 
for reducing emissions of greenhouse gases 
(GHGs) such as carbon dioxide (CO2). 

Forests are important in carbon mitigation 
strategies in two ways: they can act as sinks 
for the capture and storage of carbon, and 
they can also be sources of GHG emissions. 
Globally, forests store an estimated 638 giga-
tons1 of carbon, much more than the quantity 
currently found in the atmosphere. However, 
about 5.8 gigatons of CO2 equivalent per year 
are being released due to deforestation.2 

While, in recent decades, Mexico has 
actively sought to reduce its deforestation 
and degradation it is still losing forests at an 
estimated annual rate of 0.24%3, causing the 
release of close to 89 megatons of CO2  per 
year. Deforestation is thus the country’s third-
largest source of GHG emissions4, accounting 
for 12.4% of the national total5 (more than 
the contribution of oil and gas exploitation6). 
If Mexico could stop deforestation and 
sustainably manage, restore, and conserve its 

forests, it could capture up to 46 megatons of 
carbon annually over the next 25 years7, which 
would be more than the annual emissions 
reduction target set by the Government of 
Mexico for the period 2008–12.

Stopping forest degradation and deforesta-
tion is one of the government’s priorities in 
its strategy for reducing GHG emissions: the 
target for reducing emissions from forests 
for 2008–12 specified in its Special Climate 
Change Program is 32.4% of total emission 
reductions.8 In recent decades Mexico has 
taken great strides in community forest 
management (CFM), which has started to 
transform the forest sector to one in which 
sustainable management, conservation, and 
community development can co-exist and 
flourish. 

This paper argues that, to meet Mexico’s 
emissions reduction target for its forests, 
the CFM model must spread throughout 
the country, including to degraded forest 
lands and deforestation hotspots. Even 
though much new evidence on the role and 
efficacy of the Mexican model has emerged 
in the last decade, the experience remains 
scarcely known to forest policymakers 
around the world. It is time this changed: the 
Mexican model should inspire other nations 
to simultaneously pursue the sustainable 
management of forests, forest-based carbon 
mitigation, and community development 
through CFM. 
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2. Sustainable Use Conserves Forest and 
Captures more Carbon than Alternatives 

Contrary to popular belief, forests that 
are sustainably managed for timber and 
non-timber production—especially by forest 
communities—capture more carbon than 
other options. This is because:

• Sustainable management retains or 
increases forest cover over time, thus 
sustaining or increasing carbon stock.

• If degraded forestlands are restored 
they can enhance the carbon stock, 
generating new capacity for capture 
and storage.

• Sustainable management maximizes 
carbon capture by managing for the 
variety of tree ages in forest stands.

• The harvesting of sustainably managed 
forests provides opportunities to store 
carbon for long periods in manufac-
tured wood products and through the 
regeneration of forest cover.

• Sustainable management, including 
harvesting, provides economic incen-
tives for local communities to conserve 
forest cover.

• Sustainable management can help 
reduce the impacts of pests and forest 
fire (which can cause significant GHG 
emissions) by ensuring active risk 
management.

As shown in Figure 1, a sustainably man-
aged forest captures carbon while it is grow-
ing. When harvested, a significant amount 
of the captured carbon remains stored in 

long-lasting wood products. New trees grow 
to replace those harvested. Over time, the 
amount of carbon sequestered by live forests 
and subsequently stored in wood products 
under this cycle of harvest, storage, and 
replacement is greater than that which would 
be captured by a protected natural forest in 
which trees are not harvested. 
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The amount of carbon 
contained in a forest carbon 
sink, 150 tC/ha, is 
conserved better and in a 
relatively constant manner 
through time and without 
permanent leaks.
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transformed into long-lasting 
products. With each harvest, a 
carbon stock outside the forest 
is accumulated. 

Over time, the forest is 
conserved; it continues to grow 
and capture carbon, while 
conserving timber. Thus, a 
managed forest captures a lot 
more carbon than an 
unmanaged forest under 
conservation.

A forest carbon sink can 
contain up to 145 tC/ha, 85 
tC/ha of which are periodically 
reduced when timber is 
harvested.

Source: Challenger, Anthony. 2010. Personal communication. [Month], 2010.]

The graph to the left shows the 
total accumulated carbon for a 
forest managed for timber 
production, under an ideal, 
leak-free, scenario.

In reality, leaks are likely to 
result from in	
  situ residues and 
mills, as well as from losses in 
product handling. Even when 
these are taken into 
consideration, a managed forest 
could accumulate more carbon 
than a conserved, unmanaged 
forest (the graph below).
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Figure 1. For carbon capture and storage, a managed forest is better 
than an unmanaged forest under conservation 
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Carbon capture potential
by mitigation option in Mexico
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Figure 3. Cumulative carbon mitigation for forest-based 
options in Mexico, 1990–2030

A 2004 study assessed the carbon-capture capacity of four types of Mexi-
can forest ecosystem and four forest management regimes.9 It found that 
the sustainable management of natural forests is the best option for carbon 
capture, attaining higher net capture rates per hectare than those attainable 
in natural protected areas, reforestation, or industrial plantations. 

Figure 2 shows the carbon-capture capacity of managed natural-forest 
ecosystems compared with other uses. While the maximum possible capture 
in natural protected areas is close to that obtainable in natural managed 
forests, the difference between the minimums is notable: there is higher 
certainty in the carbon-capture and storage potential of managed forests 
compared with all other options.

Another reason for the higher carbon-
capture benefits of managed natural forests 
is related to their ecological complexity. Each 
element of a natural forest ecosystem—from 
its trees to the soil biota—makes a significant 
contribution to carbon capture. On the other 
hand, carbon capture in unmanaged protected 
forests tends to stabilize over time, limiting 
the role of such forests in carbon sequestra-
tion. Industrial forest plantations tend to com-
prise monocultures (i.e. a single or very few 
species) that minimize ecosystem complexity 
and therefore the potential for synergistic 
carbon capture.

A study of the carbon-capture potential 
of various forest-based options10 showed 
that sustainable management by Mexican 
communities is especially effective because 
it fosters local community development while 
conserving both biodiversity and carbon. 
Given its effectiveness, this option could even 
eliminate deforestation and restore forest cover 
over time, maximizing carbon-capture potential 
when implemented jointly with other options, 
as shown in Figure 3.
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Information about the carbon-capture 
capacity of sustainably managed forest eco-
systems is vital to the negotiation and design 
of new mechanisms to reduce emissions from 
deforestation and forest degradation. Sustain-
able management, when undertaken by com-
munities, fosters organization, governance, 
and economic development at the local level 
by providing development and income-earning 
opportunities that go far beyond those of 
strict protection schemes for conservation 
and payments for a ‘do not touch’ approach 
to forests.11  Forest communities will have a 

vested interest in maintaining the long term 
agreements and contracts required for the 
mitigation of carbon emissions. And govern-
ments can address the multiple environmen-
tal and development goals for future rural 
development.

Mexican CFM Model: Increases 
Carbon Stocks and Stops 
Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation.

The Mexican experience has shown that 
the establishment of formal rights over 
forests and their resources, combined with 
legally recognized forms of community gov-
ernance, supportive government programs, 
and community initiative, can lead to:

• stable and expanding forest cover

• the maintenance and enhancement of 
significant forest carbon stocks

• sustainable forest-based livelihoods

• vibrant, democratically governed forest 
communities 

• biodiversity protection.

Over 2,300 Mexican communities exercise 
the full range of rights over their forests. 
They are demonstrating that, through local 
governance systems that have developed as a 
result of long histories of resource manage-
ment, they can sustainably manage the 
production of timber and non-timber goods 
in their forests and, at the same time, protect 
high-conservation-value forests. The core of 
the Mexican experience of community forest 
stewardship is based on timber production 
under government-approved management 
plans and conservation areas defined by local 
communities. 

Direct observation and case studies in 
Mexico suggest that the regions with the 
highest deforestation rates are not the most 
economically deprived. On the contrary, 
deforestation is high in places where there 
is intensive development, such as the Mayan 
Riviera and the Pacific coast (where tourism 
is expanding); the avocado-growing region of 
Uruapan; the cattle-raising region of Chiapas; 
and regions where the production of agave 
(for mescal) is expanding.

 
Many of these areas are subject to sig-

nificant institutional failure and the adverse 
impacts of poorly conceived or overlapping 
and contradictory government development 
policies. In general, however, deforestation 
hotspots occur where the benefits obtained 
by forestland owners are greater under other 
land uses. Where forest management is 
profitable under sustainable CFM, deforesta-
tion has been halted. Hence, investing in and 
fostering the profitability of forest use is 
fundamental to reducing deforestation; sus-
tainable forest management for the produc-
tion of timber and non-timber products offers 
local development opportunities that better 
distribute wealth among forest communities.

To make the most of the opportunities 
offered by the forest sector to mitigate GHG 
emissions, forest and rural development poli-
cies must be redirected. The aim must be to 
reverse deforestation and forest degradation 
to increase the carbon-capture capacity of 
remaining forests. The best way to do this is 
to encourage CFM through payments for the 
ecosystem services offered by such forests 
in the hands of communities. Such payments 
should promote organizational processes and 
financial capabilities that, based on a compre-
hensive vision of the rural landscape, achieve 

synergies between forest-based activities 
such as ecosystem restoration, agroforestry, 
forest management and conservation, and 
additional social and economic benefits.

Despite the success of the CFM model, 
Mexico has not solved all its forest manage-
ment problems because it still has high rates 
of deforestation.12 Generally, where CFM 
is mature, forests are stable or expanding; 
where CFM is weak or non-existent, forests 
continue to decline, albeit at lower rates 
than in the past.13 The challenge for Mexican 
policymakers is to promote the CFM model in 
the country’s remaining degraded forestlands 
and deforestation hotspots.
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3. Forest Management Options, Deforestation, 
and Climate Change

The relationship between deforestation 
and carbon emissions is now well-established 
and the global community is moving to 
address it with proposals to build a global 
mechanism for financing reduced emis-
sions from deforestation and degradation in 
developing countries (generally known as 
REDD or REDD+14).15 REDD models propose to 
increase the value of forests through a system 
of payments based on the capacity of forests 
to capture and store carbon. The success of 
this strategy depends on the emergence of 
international agreements to regulate carbon 
emissions and to establish formal markets 
or special funding mechanisms, which is still 
uncertain.16 Well-designed mechanisms, with 
proper safeguards, are crucial if REDD is to 
succeed. Success will also depend on the will-
ingness and capacity of local forest-dwelling 
or forest-dependent communities to adhere to 
REDD agreements; incentives are required. 

Efforts to stop deforestation do not start 
with a blank slate. Several decades of policies 
and projects have provided many models that, 
in various circumstances, have proved able to 
slow, stop, or reverse deforestation and forest 
degradation. The most widely known of these 
is the creation of public protected areas. 
This model has had varying levels of success 
and failure, but even if they have succeeded 
in reducing or halting deforestation, many 
protected areas are increasingly becoming is-

lands in cleared or fragmented landscapes.17 
Moreover, public protected areas frequently 
involve significant restrictions on the rights of 
local communities, with negative impacts on 
the welfare of such communities, including an 
increase in their poverty.18 

Campaigning against illegal logging is 
another approach aimed, among other things, 
at reducing deforestation. To date such 
campaigning has focused on pressuring local 
governments to improve the adequacy and 
enforcement of laws and policies, while at the 
same time persuading consumer countries 
to prohibit the import and sale of illegally 
sourced wood products. Recent studies indi-
cate that this approach has had a significant 
impact in major wood-producing countries.19 
At the same time, however, it can also have 
unforeseen negative impacts on local com-
munities, stemming from overbearing and 
unrealistic regulations that penalize small-
scale wood production and put the livelihoods 
of local communities at risk.20

A growing body of evidence demonstrates 
that, under the right conditions, CFM has 
reduced or stopped deforestation and 
enhanced carbon stocks21 while achieving a 
more equitable distribution of forest income 
at a relatively low cost.22 Such a confluence 
of positive outcomes is seldom the case with 
public protected areas or strong sanctions 
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against illegal logging. In Nepal, for example, 
CFM has been more effective in expanding 
forest cover than has the declaration of 
protected areas. At a vastly larger scale, in the 
Brazilian Amazon, indigenous territories are 
better than national parks at conserving for-
est cover in areas of advancing colonization.23 

Given the increase in the rights of commu-
nities to forests (see later), CFM is emerging 
as an important option for larger-scale 
wood production as well as for rewarding 
the growing potential of mitigation of forest 
carbon emissions. The experience of Mexico 
is therefore becoming increasingly relevant 
globally.24 

Mexican Community Forests: 
a Snapshot

Although the number fluctuates consider-
ably from year to year, more than 2,300 
forest communities harvested forests under 
government-approved management plans 
in Mexico during the 1990s and 2000s25; an 
estimated 8.1 million hectares of community 
forests are under management plans.26 Many 
communities may harvest their forests only 
sporadically due to the small size of their 
forests and for other reasons. Nevertheless, 
several hundred forest communities have 
engaged in collective action around their 
common forests to establish unique business 
models known as community forest enter-
prises (CFEs).

Over time, many Mexican CFEs have 
developed their own management models, 
combining community management, 
democratic participation, and economic 
efficiency with varying degrees of success. 
CFEs display a wide range of advantages and 

great resilience. Most achieve a balance of 
economic equity and environmental steward-
ship by combining business and community 
values, deeply rooted in the use and care of a 
common property resource. The experience of 

Mexico suggests that neither community management 

nor traditional institutions are necessarily a hindrance 

to business competitiveness, even in international 

markets, and that these factors may even confer some 

competitive advantages.27

Positive Impacts of the Mexican 
Model on Deforestation, 
Biodiversity, and Local 
Communities

Deforestation is most often expressed 
as an annual rate of loss, based on varying 
definitions of what constitutes a forest. The 
official annual rate of forest loss for all Mexico 
declined by more than half between the 1990s 
and the 2000s, from 354,000 ha to 155,000 ha 
annually, and deforestation rates were much 
lower in the 1990s compared with those of the 
1970s.28 In reality, however, the dynamics of 
forest loss or recuperation behind the calcu-

lation of deforestation rates are complex, and 
they vary considerably in different landscapes.  

Studies have shown that the rate of 
deforestation is three times higher in Mexico’s 
tropical forests than it is in its temperate 
forests.29 But this also masks a more complex 
dynamic. A recent review, for example, found 
that while some tropical areas that were 
heavily deforested in the 1970s are now show-
ing strong recovery due to agricultural aban-
donment, there are hotspots of deforestation 
in temperate forests, such as in the Monarch 
Butterfly Biosphere Reserve.30 

Across Mexico there is evidence that in 
regions dominated by CFM for wood produc-
tion, forests are being conserved and even 
expanded (Box 1). At its most mature, the 
Mexican CFM sector effectively protects 
forests at rates similar to or higher than those 
achieved in public protected areas. The CFM 
model needs to be expanded in Mexico—so 
that degraded forests can be restored and 
deforestation can be reversed at the national 
scale and the potential benefits of carbon 
capture and storage can be fully realized.
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Key Elements: Forest Property Rights 
and Governance Structures 

Box 1. Experiences in CFM and Deforestation Reduction in Mexico 
• The central region of the state of Quintana Roo, which is dominated by CFM, has the lowest 

rate of deforestation in southern Mexico—even lower than that recorded in protected areas in 
the region.31 

• A study of CFM in X-Maben in central Quintana Roo32 showed that under locally recognized 
land-use rules, regulations, and forest management plans the area of mature forest 
decreased from 80% in 1976 to 76% in 1997, while early fallow and secondary forest more than 
doubled; overall, forest cover increased. A variety of local conservation practices were adopted 
in the forest management plan. 

• In the state of Oaxaca, deforestation rates have been high in both temperate and tropical 
forests, but CFM only occurs there in temperate pine-oak forests. Between 1980 and 2001, 
Oaxaca lost an estimated 21% of its temperate forests.33 However, the region of Sierra Norte, 
where land-use is dominated by mature CFM experiences in timber production (with recent 
diversification into ecotourism, spring water bottling, and payments for carbon capture 
and watershed management), showed a 3.3% expansion of pine-oak forests over a 20-year 
period.34

• The Monarch Butterfly Biosphere Reserve—in a highland area of the states of Michoacan 
and Mexico—has suffered rapid deforestation in the last several decades due to heavy 
illegal logging and the expansion of subsistence agriculture. From 1971 to 1984 the annual 
deforestation rate in the region was 1.7%; it jumped to 2.41% between 1984 and 1999 and was 
even higher (1% and 3%, respectively) inside three sampled areas of the reserve.35 However, 
two small communities in the region that have managed their forests for timber production 
have successfully maintained forest cover.36

Agrarian reform also involved a universal 
community governance template38, which 
has become part of rural culture and al-
lows considerable autonomy in community 
forest governance. This template requires 
the formation of an assembly of all legal 
community members and the election to 
three-year terms of a governing body known 
as a comisariado, consisting of a president, 

Today, community-managed forests 
in Mexico demonstrate the key elements 
for long-term carbon capture and storage 
through forest management and the enhance-
ment of local wellbeing: local property rights 
to the forest, local decision-making power 
over the use of the forest, and local access to 
resultant benefits. 

The success of CFM in Mexico stems from 
the agrarian revolution (1910–18), which gen-
erated a process to distribute land and forests 
to local communities that lasted during most 
of the 20th century. Accompanying the distri-
bution of forests to local communities was the 
establishment of new agrarian governance 
institutions derived from Mexico’s ancient 
communal traditions: ejidos (agrarian units 
established for landless laborers), and co-
munidades (which legalized territorial rights 
to indigenous lands originally recognized in 
the colonial period). Because of this process, 
70% of Mexico’s forest land is under a state-
regulated common property system today.37

Communal property has deep historical 
roots in Mexico. It was widely present in the 
pre-Hispanic era and prevailed during colonial 
times. In the period 1870–1900, however, 
many forest lands were given in concession to 
railroad companies or sold to individuals. The 
devolution of ancient common land to local 
communities was one of the main demands of 
the agrarian revolution. Afterwards, agrarian 
reform became a fundamental strategy for 
maintaining peace in rural areas. Over the 
course of about half a century, many commu-
nities, including forest communities, gained 
land rights.
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a secretary, and a treasurer, with a parallel 
three-member oversight committee (consejo 
de vigilancia). The common-property form 
was based on indigenous concepts of com-
munal property, but it also introduced more 
formal notions of contemporary democracy, 
with elections and the legal obligation of the 
assembly to meet twice a year (although in 
well-functioning communities it is common 
for the assembly to meet monthly or even 
more frequently). This governance institution 
has served as the foundation for decision-
making regarding forest management and the 
distribution of benefits. It has also led to the 
more innovative and complex organizational 
forms required to administer sophisticated 
and vertically integrated CFEs.39

Globally there are many calls for clearer 
rights over forests and their products and 
ecosystem services, particularly those related 
to carbon capture and storage.40 Mexico has 
been in the vanguard of the devolution of 
rights but, even so, the struggle for forest 
rights lasted decades there. It was not until 
the 1970s and 1980s that a combination of 
grassroots mobilization and pro-community-
forestry government policy began to displace 
earlier periods of logging concessions and 
bans on community owned forestlands, 
thereby laying the ground for a large and 
vibrant community forest sector. 

The Mexican case sends a strong mes-
sage that REDD programs must include the 
devolution of rights over forest land and its 
resources, including carbon. The devolu-
tion of forest rights to local communities, 
particularly rights to wood, combined with a 
legally recognized governance structure and 
supportive government policies, have pro-
vided the tools by which hundreds of Mexican 

communities have arrested and reversed 
deforestation and forest degradation, main-
tained and enhanced forest carbon stocks, 
and generated sustainable forest-based liveli-
hoods for democratically governed communi-
ties. The challenge for Mexico is to bring this 
model to communities with small, degraded 
forests and to regions where deforestation 
continues. The global challenge is to examine 
the implications of the Mexican model for 
national-level policies of forest rights devolu-
tion and efforts to contain deforestation. 

The Mexican model shows the benefits 
of CFM, but it is not a panacea. Like govern-
ments and markets, communities can fail 
in the absence of supportive government 
policies that provide an environment in which 
CFEs and sustainable forest management can 
develop and flourish. Ensuring a supportive 
policy setting is perhaps the greatest chal-
lenge that countries will face when designing  
REDD mechanisms based on CFM.
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  Almost 12 million people41 live in 30,305 
ejidos and agrarian communities in Mexico. 
In total, they are legal owners of close to 100 
million ha of land (of which nearly 40 million 
ha are forested). The overwhelming majority 
of these communities live in poverty. Histori-
cally, communal property and the poverty of 
forest dwellers were often cited as the main 
causes of deforestation. Few people know that 
government policies greatly undermined the 
rights of the communities for many decades: 
for example, commercial forest units and 
industrial concessions were granted to private 
and public enterprises with full timber rights 
over more than half the forested communal 
lands.42

Even though ejidos and agrarian communi-
ties had forest access and land rights, during 
the period of domination by industry and con-
cessions the communities were not allowed to 
control logging activity on their lands. Logging 
practices were based on incentives given to 
public and private corporations that favored 
forest ‘mining’ aimed at maximizing short-
term gains. For decades, community forest 
areas were kept under industrial concessions, 

even after they lost their commercial value 
due to poor harvesting practices. Effectively, 
forest communities could not exercise their 
property rights. It was in this context that 
significant deforestation and forest degrada-
tion occurred. Some of the most important 
factors that contributed to this situation were 
as follows:43

• Demand for forest raw materials 
increased due to the expansion of the 
market economy.

• There was (and still is) weak government 
capacity to penalize illegal logging.

• Disincentives were created for forest 
owners to use long-term criteria to 
protect and use forests, while incentives 
were created for forest concession holders 
to maximize short-term gains.

• Most forest harvesting units created 
conditions for de facto open access to 
communal forests, with perverse impacts.

• The de facto open access and public 
incentives for agriculture and livestock-
raising in tropical and mountain forests 
fostered changes in land use and high 
deforestation rates.

4.Community Forest Management 
in Mexico as an Alternative to Forest Conservation
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Key Points in the Emergence and 
Evolution of CFM in Mexico 

Despite past failures, by 1970 several 
factors combined to allow the emergence 
and subsequent evolution of the community 
forest sector in Mexico. While not every action 
has been positive, the sector has been able to 
overcome the difficulties arising from policy 
changes. The key developments of the last 40 
years were as follows:

• By the late 1970s, forest-dwelling 
communities opposed the renewal of 
forest harvesting units and concessions.

• As a result of community mobilization, 
forest use and management rights were 
given to communities, and government 
programs were put in place to support 
community participation in commercial 
timber production.

• Communities received intensive training, 
counseling, and support to create 
community associations.44

• Some well-organized CFEs made 
significant profits from the commercial 
use of their forests, which were used to 
build roads, buy extraction equipment 
and industrial machinery, and organize 
technical and administration teams. 

• The North American Free Trade 
Agreement opened Mexico’s domestic 
market to two of the world’s biggest forest 
economies, where wood producers have 
benefited from government subsidies 
since the mid 1980s. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, govern-
ment support community forestry enterprises 
disappeared and excessive regulation was 
imposed on forest activities, increasing 
production and transaction costs.45

During the 1990s, despite their high social 
costs and questionable environmental bene-
fits, natural protected areas with restrictive 
policies became the main conservation 
strategy for forested regions.46

• Starting in the early 90s, public funding 
for the forest sector was given to private 
plantations and reforestation. 

• Starting in 1993, some communities 
adopted an environmental agenda and 
certified their forest operations under the 
Forest Stewardship Council. (To date about 
700,000 hectares of community-owned 
forests have been certified, which produce 
more than 12% of the country’s legal 

production of wood.)

• In the mid 1990s, a second generation 
of government forest programs favoring 
communities was implemented, with 
marginal public investment in production 
capacity and the meager strengthening 
of local institutions. (CFM has seldom 
been regarded by public policymakers 
as a highly viable strategy for economic 
development and conservation at scale. 
For this reason, only a minority of forest 
communities receive the full benefits of 
these programs in Mexico.)
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FOREST CONSERVATION BY MEXICAN 
COMMUNITIES 

 In addition to being in the vanguard of CFM for wood production, Mexico 
has recently generated a more favorable policy environment for the voluntary 
establishment of indigenous/community-conserved areas (I/CCAs).47 In 
2009 the Government of Mexico passed legislation to put in place a formal 
certification process by the National Commission of Natural Protected 
Areas (CONANP) to recognize I/CCAs, which may include private lands. As of 
September 2010, 221 I/CCAs had been certified, covering 274,151 hectares in 
15 states.48 

This is only the tip of the iceberg in terms of community conservation. An 
unpublished study49 estimated that 23 million hectares of land are committed 
to a government-recognized community conservation scheme known as 
Management Units for Wildlife Conservation. As of 2007 there were also 216 
voluntary conservation areas covering 641,797 hectares50, although it is likely 
that some of these have since been certified in the CONANP process. As of 
2006, 600,000 ha were registered in Mexico’s internationally recognized pay-
ment for hydrological services program.51

The history of forest policy in Mexico proves that governments play a key 
role in CFM by establishing the legal and programmatic foundations for it and 
by granting forest rights. These moves create the conditions for the massive 
release of community energy and creativity. 
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5. Expanding Community Forest Management: 
Are Conditions in Place in the Rest of the World?

The Mexican experience inspires us to seek 
the conditions that encourage sustainable 
forest management and conservation el-
sewhere. If we can promote the expansion of 
approaches similar to the Mexican experien-
ce, the chances of securing global benefits 
through the capture and storage of carbon 
will increase because efforts will be based on 
the generation of local benefits for the people 
who live and depend on forests.

Many will wonder if such conditions are 
suitable in other parts of the world. The 
answer is yes. First, a trend observed in the 
past several decades of increasing state 
recognition of community forest tenure rights 
and governance systems is setting the stage 
globally. Two major studies have shown 
a clear move towards devolution and the 
recognition of the rights of local communities 
and individuals. By 2002, for example, 22% 
of forests in selected developing countries 
had been designated for use by, or property 
rights had been assigned to, communities, 
indigenous peoples, individuals, and firms.52 
By 2008 this figure had risen to 26%.53

This increase in community or private use 
and property rights has occurred primarily 
in only eight countries. Brazil, in particular, 
implemented the lion´s share of the tenure 
reform observed between the 2002 and 2008 
surveys, recognizing the rights of local com-
munities and families to approximately 207 

million hectares of forest. This reduced the 
size of the public forest estate in Brazil from 
about 295 million hectares to about 88 million 
hectares.54

With this large-scale tenure reform under 
way, in 2008 the Brazilian government took 
the next steps toward local control and 
management of forests by creating policies 
and programs to support CFM for the produc-
tion of timber and other forest products. 
With a clear understanding that tenure alone 
is insufficient to guarantee sustainable 
management, these programs are beginning 
to channel financial and legal assistance to 
interested communities; moreover, a national 
committee has been established with the 
participation of local community leaders, 
representatives of indigenous peoples, and 
high-level government officials.55 The crea-
tion of the Federal Program of Community 
and Family Forests fosters the organization 
and sustainable management of forests by 
traditional communities, agro-extractivists, 
and those who have been relocated because 
of agrarian reform.56 

Like Mexico, Brazil has achieved a signifi-
cant reduction in its deforestation rate, due, 
among other things, to the recognition of the 
rights of local forest-dependent communities 
and the provision of explicit support to com-
munity and family organizations, particularly 
in the Amazon.57
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Over the last 15 years the Bolivian govern-
ment has recognized the original rights of 
indigenous groups, granting them legal title 
to almost 10 million hectares of land in the 
Amazon; there has also been experimentation 
with a variety of approaches to CFM.58 In 
Guatemala’s Peten region, adjacent to the 
Mayan Biosphere Reserve, local communi-
ties have had access to more than 500,000 
hectares of tropical forest for over 12 years 
and have developed successful CFEs, keeping 
their forests in better condition than those in 
adjacent protected areas.59 

The Government of Canada has signed 
treaties with native peoples in most of the 
country, and the Government of British 
Columbia is exploring ways to grant conces-
sions to indigenous communities, taking into 
consideration their rights over the land. 

10 tropical countries in Asia, Africa, and Latin 
America showed that the amount of carbon 
stored in a forest is directly proportional to 
the size of the forest area and the autonomy 
of local communities. The study found that 
when communities own the forest they delay 
their use of it. On the other hand, there is 
a higher risk of over-exploitation and less 
carbon storage on state-owned lands. 

Time and again, experience has shown 
that placing ownership and decision-making 
power in the hands of local communities has 
positive impacts on forest conservation and 
therefore carbon mitigation. The above-men-

tioned study concluded that: “The transfer of 
forest community tenure over large areas to 
local populations, along with payments to im-
prove carbon storage capacity, can contribute 
to mitigate climate change without having an 
adverse impact on local livelihoods”.65

The Mexican CFM model is a source of 
inspiration for what can be achieved in the 
world’s forests. It can serve both local and 
global interests in carbon mitigation, forest 
conservation, and the improvement of the 
livelihoods of forest communities. Now is the 
time to expand this model to the forests and 
forest peoples of the rest of the developing 
world.

In Asia, the Government of China has taken 
firm steps in the large-scale reform of state 
forests and enterprises by devolving rights to 
families, with measurable results in enhanced 
local wellbeing.60 Through the passage of the 
Recognition of Forest Rights Act in 2006, the 
Government of India recognized the rights 
of historically marginalized tribal peoples, 
creating a provision to restitute the rights of 
those who live in and depend on forests; this 
action has the potential to improve the lives 
of nearly 100 million people living in extreme 
poverty.61 In Viet Nam, Cambodia, and Indone-
sia, governments are beginning to implement 
reforms to forest rights, in some cases using 
pilot projects before launching initiatives at a 
larger scale.

The growing global trend to decentralize 
the governance and management of forest 
resources also has the potential to greatly 
expand CFM.62 Although most of the world’s 
forests are still under formal domination by 
the state, a study conducted in 2009 in 12 
countries that together contain 60% of the 
world’s forests showed that forest governance 
is most effective when: it has greater inde-
pendence from the central government; the 
processes of decentralization and the transfer 
of significant powers and responsibilities oc-
curs at lower levels of democratically elected 
and transparent governments; property rights 
are just, clear, and enforced; and an appropri-
ate regulatory framework is in place.63

The direction of change in the ownership 
and control of forests, especially in develop-
ing countries, has positive implications for 
the adoption of CFM, the local, sustainable 
management of forests, and the potential for 
carbon mitigation. A recent study64 analyzing 
80 forested areas managed by communities in 
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