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Abstract: A large proportion of the rural population in Ethiopia depends on community-managed
forests for food security and livelihoods. However, the government and development partners
have paid little attention to the governance challenges which limit the contributions of community-
managed forests to food security and livelihoods. Also lacking is a synthesis of evidence relating to
the requirements for improved governance to support the efforts of decision makers and practitioners.
This paper attempts to review and synthesize the available evidence with the aim of identifying
the requirements to achieve improved governance in community-managed forests. The results
revealed that failure to devise benefit-sharing mechanisms which consider the heterogeneity of
rural communities was prevalent. Interference of local authorities and elite capture in decision-
making processes of forest and landscape restoration also compromised the willingness of rural
communities to engage in collective action. Requirements such as the identification of the needs
of specific categories of communities and enabling of the negotiation of diverse interests in the
design and implementation of interventions could improve the governance of community-managed
forests. Developing management plans and business model scenarios which balance the ecological
and socio-economic goals at a local level in collaboration with rural communities is important to
improve the governance of community-managed forests. There is also a need to revisit the practice of
evaluating the performance of community-managed forests almost exclusively based on the goals of
climate change adaptation and mitigation and biodiversity conservation.
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1. Introduction

Several approaches have been employed for realizing sustainable governance of
community-managed forests across Africa, including decentralized forest management,
collaborative forest management, community-based forest management and joint forest
management [1,2]. Participatory approaches might differ with respect to the attention given
to ownership, rights, and responsibilities, yet they have commonalities in their attention to
the need for enabling local level forest governance. The approaches promote the devolution
of more power to local communities and local authorities from higher level bureaucracies
in the day-to-day governance of community forests. The shift has gained in popularity and
has led to the design and implementation of interventions which take into consideration
local needs and priorities.

Results have been mixed across countries due to differences in tenure security, com-
munity mobilization, aspirations, and the ownership of processes and outcomes of forest
governance, market linkages, and incentives as mechanisms to encourage collective action.
Further, the different approaches of managing community-based forest resources have been
constrained by power imbalances among higher level and local level authorities and the
lack of mechanisms for equitable benefit sharing from forests. Inadequate consideration of
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the economic concerns of local communities and gender issues have also constrained the
success of managing community-based forests [3–6].

In recent years, there has been an increased understanding that governance of community-
managed forests exhibits inadequacy in achieving positive livelihood outcomes. Policies
and practices in several African countries paid little attention to governance aspects of
community-managed forests [7,8]. At times, governance systems favored certain user
groups with better access to resources, information, and diversified livelihoods over oth-
ers [9]. The inadequacy of the governance system could have detrimental effect on the
livelihoods of rural communities which depend on community-managed forests in Africa
and elsewhere in the developing world [10,11]. Homogeneity, characterized as the extent
of similarities in economic, socio-cultural, among other characteristics of user groups, has
influenced the governance of community-managed forests [12,13]. Thus, internal, and
external indicators are suggested for evaluating the governance of community-managed
forests [14–16].

Attempts to address governance constraints in community-managed forests in the
past decades has focused on strengthening local institutions and adjusting modes of in-
teractions [17,18]. Institutions of both formal and informal natures also play important
roles in community-managed forests. Formal institutions refer to the rules that guide
access, control, and management, and which are backed up and enforced by the state [19].
Informal institutions are defined as systems of rules and decision-making procedures that
have evolved from endogenous socio-cultural codes and give rise to social practices, assign
roles to participants, and guide interactions among forest users [20]. Studies have pointed
out the relevance of integrating the social networks and building trust among users of
community-managed forests in the design and implementation of interventions [21,22].
Participation, equity, and accountability are the most relevant aspects of governance among
users of community-managed forests [23].

In this paper, participation is defined as a process in which a range of stakeholders are
involved in decision-making processes related to the governance of community-managed
forests [24,25]. Level of participation could vary from high (citizen control) to low (ma-
nipulation) levels and it could have varied impacts on decision-making processes [26].
Accountability refers to the ability and willingness of different stakeholders in community-
managed forests to take consistent actions and make decisions according to clearly defined
and agreed-upon objectives [27]. Equity refers to fair benefit sharing and effective and
meaningful participation of forest users in decision-making processes, as well as protection
of the interests of vulnerable groups [28]. Performance is associated with the effective-
ness of governance systems in improving forest conditions, socio-economic benefits, and
addressing the inequity among gender and wealth groups [29]. Here, it is important
to emphasize that key governance elements are interlinked, and in certain cases a clear
distinction between them may not be possible.

In Ethiopia, the forests exhibit diversity in terms of climate and ecological contexts.
The forests can be categorized as Afroalpine and sub-Afroalpine, dry evergreen montane
and grassland complex, moist evergreen montane forest, Acacia–Commiphora woodland,
Combretum–Terminalia woodland, lowland semi-evergreen forest, desert and semi-desert
scrubland, and aquatic vegetation [30]. Estimates of the global forest resources assessment
2020 showed that forests account for 15.7% of the total land area in Ethiopia. Forests cover
about 17 million hectares and other wooded lands cover 22.4 million hectares. Bamboo
forest covers about 1.47 million hectares [31]. In Kenya, forests cover about 3.6 million
hectares, and other wooded lands cover about 32.3 million hectares [32]. In Uganda, forests
cover 2.3 million hectares and other wooded lands cover about 3.2 million hectares [33].

In Ethiopia, the history of community-managed forests has revealed dilemmas regard-
ing who manages, uses, and owns the forests. Prior to 1975, community-managed forests
had little or no recognition, as landlords administered most of the forests [34,35]. During
the Derg regime (1975–1991), state ownership of forests presided, and community-managed
forests were undermined [36]. The limited space given to local communities to negotiate
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their interests under centralized and authoritarian regimes and tenure insecurity also lim-
ited decision-making processes at short-term levels [37]. Rural communities depend on
forest resources for income and livelihoods [38–40]. The mere emphasis on conservation
outcomes in forest management undermines the needs for income and livelihoods among
rural communities [41,42].

The realization of the limitations of forest governance systems led to the development
of the Ethiopian Forestry Action Program (EFAP) in 1994 following a rigorous process
and the involvement of technical experts across the nation [43]. Although, the federal and
regional action plans lacked proper implementation, they enabled rural communities to
manage forest resources in their vicinities [44,45]. This situation has opened opportunities
for the expansion of different community-managed forests, such as community woodlots
and exclosures [46,47]. While the ownership of the community-managed forests remains
with the state, rural communities contributed labour either voluntarily or in exchange for
wages under social protection schemes [48,49].

In Ethiopia, community-managed forests are governed under diverse institutional
arrangements. The institutional context in turn influences the level of community partici-
pation, leadership responsibilities and commitments, and levels of public contributions to
collective action. Again, government entities and technocrats might have different levels
of engagement although the structures seem similar in their underpinnings. For instance,
the case of exclosures in Tigray shows that local communities and governmental and non-
governmental organizations participate in identifying areas for establishing exclosures in a
joint decision-making process [50]. The local communities participate in a general assembly
to approve the identified priority areas, assign a leadership committee and guards, and
develop village bylaws for defining forest use and user groups, mobilizing collective action
for the maintenance and protection of the exclosures, and benefit-sharing mechanisms [51].
The guards and village leadership committee enforce the bylaws using monetary and
non-monetary sanctions based on the agreement reached in the general assembly. The
village bylaws might be submitted to a village judiciary, enabling enforcement on those
who do not abide by the rules [52].

The experience in northwestern Ethiopia shows some similarities in the procedures
of exclosure establishment and the institution of bylaws. However, several bodies, such
as community watershed committees, local political leadership, and district agricultural
offices participate, in the enforcement of bylaws. The establishment of Participatory Forest
Management (PFM) cooperatives has been common in Oromia regional state. PFM coopera-
tives are established using the principle of ‘voluntary’ cooperatives, with the guidelines set
by the cooperative agency at wereda levels. PFM cooperatives could manage areas identi-
fied as PFM sites and/or exclosures in a more or less similar manner. For instance, the user
groups of exclosures and their agreed-upon bylaws would be registered by the cooperative
agency as PFM cooperatives in West Arsi, Oromia. In some resource-rich areas, such as
the Bale Eco-region, the PFM cooperatives and the Oromia Forest and Wildlife Enterprise
(OFWE) share economic benefits from the community-managed forests [53]. Thus, the
institutional arrangements governing community-managed forests across Ethiopia show
diversity in terms of their levels of formality and levels of embeddedness in government
institutions.

The community-managed forests employ different enforcement mechanisms. For in-
stance, religious values guide the norms on what is right and wrong to do in the Ethiopian
Orthodox Tewahido Church (EOTC) forests [54,55]. On the other hand, bylaws estab-
lished by rural communities with or without the involvement of government bodies and
non-governmental organizations (NGOs) support the management of woodlots and ex-
closures [52,56]. However, community-managed forests in Ethiopia exhibit governance
constraints caused by internal factors that are context-specific, such as power relations and
lack of trust among users [35,57], and an inability to achieve local needs [58,59].

External factors, such as government policies and the prevalent use of top-down
approaches in decision-making processes, have limited the effectiveness of interventions on
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community-managed forests [48,60]. In addition, most of the landscape restoration efforts
are biased towards conserving biodiversity and have paid little attention to the identifica-
tion of the views and priorities of local communities towards forest conservation [61]. For
instance, inadequate involvement of communities and poorly defined goals constrained
the state and NGO-led efforts to rehabilitate degraded forests [47]. Such constraints af-
fected the sense of ownership of rural communities over the forests and aggravated tenure
insecurity [62,63].

Failing to address governance challenges in time could undermine the increased
investment in forest and landscape restoration measures at sub-national and national levels.
For instance, the implementation of the Climate Resilient Green Economy (CRGE) strategy
relies on the sustainable governance of forest resources by rural communities. Ethiopia’s
commitment to rehabilitate 15 million hectares of degraded landscape under the AFR100
program could depend on the adequacy of attention to the governance of community-
managed forests [60]. The same holds true for the success of the “green legacy”, a recent
initiative led by high-level political leaders which proclaimed the planting of more than
350 million seedlings in one day in 2019 (World Economic Forum, 31 July 2019). Rural
communities have a central role in sustaining the efforts, and this makes analysis of the
requirements for improved forest governance in community-managed forests an important
research task.

Past research in Ethiopia has focused on generating evidence on the changes in forest
cover, soil fertility, and carbon sequestration following the implementation of community-
managed forests [64–67]. Some evidence exists for the socio-economic benefits and ecosys-
tem services of community-managed forests [59,62,68–70]. Biophysical and governance-
related factors determined the success of community-managed forests [71]. A few studies
also analyzed issues related to governance in community-managed forests [52,56,72–75].
However, evidence concerning the requirements for improving governance in community-
managed forests to inform on-going and upcoming investments is lacking. Therefore, this
paper attempts to review and synthesize the evidence on governance constraints with the
aim of identifying the requirements to improve governance in community-managed forests.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows. The next section provides an overview
of the methods. The third section discusses the factors affecting governance of community-
managed forests, with a focus on participation, accountability, equity, representation,
direction and vision, and performance aspects. The fourth section considers the require-
ments to improve governance in community-managed forests. The last section presents the
conclusions, along with recommendations for policy and practices.

2. Methods of the Literature Review

Data was collected using computerized searches of online databases, including science
direct and Scopus, from June–December 2019. More than 60 journal articles published
in the past two decades were reviewed using the guidelines suggesting how to search,
collect, and organize literature [76]. The terms used to search for literature separately and
in combination included: ‘communal forests’, ‘community forests’, ‘community-managed
forests’, ‘exclosures’, ‘church forests’, ‘community woodlots’, ‘dryland forests’, ‘hillsides’,
‘land restoration’, ‘forest rehabilitation’, ‘PFM’, ‘governance’, ‘forest management’, ‘partic-
ipation’, ‘inclusiveness’, ‘decision-making processes’, ‘ownership’, ‘accountability’, ‘rep-
resentation’, ‘transparency’, ‘equity’, ‘gender equity’, ‘marginalized groups’, ‘women’,
‘youth’, ‘performance’, ‘rural livelihoods’, and ‘forest dependence’.

The initial screening resulted in more than 300 articles. Further screening of the articles
was employed using the criterion peer-reviewed articles published during 2000 and 2020
with a focus on the governance aspects of community-managed forests. Articles which
provided overviews on concepts of forest governance and articles on historical and policy
aspects of community-managed forests were included to strengthen the argument of the
paper. The reviewed articles employed diverse methodologies, including quantitative and
qualitative approaches, yet focused on governance issues of community-managed forests
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in Ethiopia. Deductive coding was conducted using themes such as governance-related
constraints (vision, participation, accountability, equity, and performance) and required
incentives to address the constraints.

3. Factors Affecting Governance of Community-Managed Forests

This section elaborates on the challenges in community-managed forests in Ethiopia
with regard to key governance elements: participation, accountability, equity, representa-
tion, direction and vision, and performance.

3.1. Participation

A diverse set of factors influence the types and levels of participation in community-
managed forests (Table 1). Participation was inconsistent across stages of implementation
of development interventions, i.e., from initiation of interventions to monitoring and evalu-
ation of outcomes [77]. There was no mention of a project initiated and designed by or with
involvement of the local communities in the reviewed literature, indicating that design and
planning phases of projects exhibited top-down approaches [78–80]. Government authori-
ties and NGOs start to seek participation of local communities during site identification
and demarcation of forest boundaries [44,81]. There are two possible reasons for this early
phase of participation.

First, the insecurity over land tenure makes it mandatory for non-local actors to show
some level of sensitiveness and seek the consent of local communities in the planned
interventions. Otherwise, the fear of losing land could trigger suspicion and resistance
among local communities. Second, participation, regardless of its forms and intensity, has
become a norm in development interventions for purposes of getting the ‘buy in’ of local
communities for mere reporting purposes.

In either case, external bodies use their authority to decide on how the local commu-
nities should participate in the interventions. External bodies often prefer consultation, a
somewhat passive form of participation, which involves seeking public opinion on the in-
terventions they have already designed and/or inviting participation of local communities
in the planned activities [26]. Consultation in its various forms, including onetime public
meetings or general surveys on the pre-specified problems, has been the preferred form
of participation.

In addition, development practitioners face a dilemma about getting effective institu-
tional arrangements to manage and utilize the rights of forest management, while, in some
areas, interventions either endorsed the use of village bylaws and religious values or at least
attempted to align local institutions and formal institutions [52,54,73]. However, most of
the literature reported a top-down approach, in which external actors impose their version
of well-functioning institutional arrangements on local communities by intervening during
the establishment of bylaws [63]. A common trend in southern and southwestern parts of
Ethiopia is establishing forest user cooperatives mainly for the ease of mobilizing collective
action for forest protection, management, and benefit sharing [70,82,83]. However, this
shift has demolished local institutions which had been well-embedded in the socio-cultural
lives of the local communities and missed the chance to integrate local knowledge into the
bylaws [84,85]. The slight flexibility of the formal institutions could also further deprive
the poor and marginalized groups of their forest-based incomes and livelihoods [86,87].

The reviewed literature also revealed minimal levels of participation in monitoring
and evaluation phases [88,89]. This could be attributed to the lack of a thorough frame-
work for conducting sound monitoring and evaluation of community-managed forests.
Oftentimes, extension personnel provided little or no technical tools and support to local
communities during monitoring. The level of monitoring in community-managed forests is
often limited to rough estimates on progress, achievements, and outcomes. This limitation
had made it difficult to draw lessons from weaknesses in the governance systems and make
timely adjustments.
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However, a relatively higher level of participation of local communities was observed
during implementation phases compared to the planning and monitoring and evaluation
phases [56,79]. This could be attributed to the growing use of bottom-up approaches
during implementation which increase the space for participation of local communities in
deciding how forests should be protected, managed, and utilized. Regardless of this, the
implementation process was characterized by low levels of rule enforcement. The situation
could emanate from the discouragement of the previous social sanctions and norms the
local communities used to enforce rules on community-managed forests. It also contradicts
the fact that participation in social institutions was observed to motivate forest users to
play active roles in community-managed forests [90].

Heavy dependence on forests was also found to have a positive influence on participa-
tion during the implementation phase [91]. Nevertheless, women were not given space
to negotiate their priorities and interests during the ‘bottom-up’ approaches regardless of
their heavy dependence on forests [87]. In addition, the approach was not strong enough
to protect the decision-making processes from manipulation by elites to favor their own
interests, elite capture in the village committees representing farmers in rural villages of
Tigray [92]. The selection of village committee members often favors rich farmers who are
better-off in terms of livelihood assets, including land and oxen, those with strong ties to
the local political leadership, and those with good public-speaking skills [93]. Elites could
influence decision-making processes due to their access to information from different sides
and to formal and informal decision-making platforms, including informal get-togethers,
and their ability in lobbying for their own interests [59,94]. Furthermore, the little attention
given to address tenure insecurity could also affect the commitment of forest users to follow
the rules [95].

Table 1. Factors affecting forest governance of community-managed forests.

Elements Factors Affecting Governance Outcome Sources

Participation

Collective action during demarcation of boundaries +

[78,79,81,91,95]

Consideration of local context during planning +

High level of community participation at implementation phase +

Local communities are not involved in the formulation of
forest legislation −

Low community participation during design, planning, and
monitoring and evaluation phases −

Government and NGOs intervening in establishing bylaws −
Combination of formal and informal institutions +

Organizing forest users under cooperatives +

Low participation of women in decision-making processes −
High level of dependence on forest for income +

Participation in social institutions +

Limited support of extension personnel −
Tenure insecurity on community-managed forests −

Accountability

Local community setting up own bylaws +

[89,96–99]

Moving decision-making power away from the grassroots −
Election of forest committees and guards in a general assembly +

Elite capture of decision-making processes −
Limited awareness of the content of formal agreements signed by
the communities −
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Table 1. Cont.

Elements Factors Affecting Governance Outcome Sources

Low level of rule enforcement using bottom-up approach −
Guards have the right to take offenders to the village judiciary or
general assembly +

Low level of awareness of community’s rights on forests −
Mutual trust and understanding among local community and
external actors +

Empowering local community with knowledge and technologies to
manage forests better +

Strengthening capacities of institutions and partnerships among actors +

Issuance of land titles for community-managed forests +

Data inaccuracy and mere focus on area coverage of interventions
in reporting −

Politicization of governance of community-managed forests by
local authorities −

Little horizontal accountability among actors −
Use of short-term benefits to buy trust +

Limited technical support of higher-level government −
Lack of clear management guidelines −

Equity

Lack of access to forests by marginalized groups −

[61,100–103]

Livelihood improvement interventions +

Unequal distribution of services and disservices among forest users −
Quota system to use grass and allowing timber harvest for construction
of public facilities +

Allocation of grass based on livestock ownership −
Low fines compared to market prices favoring better-off members −
Better-off members provide low payments for grass and take
advantage of the poor members’ quotas −

Low level of interest in community-managed forests among the youth −
Scarcity of grazing areas discourages ownership of bigger herds −
Forest users residing farther from the forest earn lesser
economic returns −

Limited access to non-farm employment opportunities −
Increased harvest of forest products to address income gaps of
poor households −

Inequity in forest dependence and income generation from forest
products among households −

Inequity in power relations among forest users −
Flexibility in considering requests of individuals constructing houses to
use timber and grass thatching +

Corruption of village committee and guards through bribes, and
favoring own relatives and friends −

Interventions on diversifying the livelihoods of the poor and
forest-dependent members +

Use of monetary and social sanctions for rule enforcement +
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Table 1. Cont.

Elements Factors Affecting Governance Outcome Sources

Representation

Recognition of community and indigenous usufruct rights over forests +

[85,104–107]

Forest management committees inclusive of actors at sub-village level +

Male dominance of leadership in forest user groups −
Decreased legitimacy of traditional forest governance systems −
Failure to represent diverse social groups in forest user committees −
Interference of NGOs and government in selecting representatives of
local communities −

Embeddedness of governance structures within socio-cultural context +

Imposition of outside rules for managing forests −
Community representatives’ use of their positions to promote own
views and expectations −

Clarity of roles, functions, and timelines of leadership of forest groups +

Limiting membership of forest user groups based on proximity
to forests −

Neglect of heterogeneous and fragmented interests of forest
user groups −

Direction and Vision

Communal goals and shared visions among forest users +

[47,51,108–110]

Use of highly devolved structures of community-managed forests +

Establishment of rules to manage formerly “open access” forests by
local communities +

Capturing the felt priorities and needs of local communities +

Empowerment of local communities to manage forests with some
technical support +

Unmet expectations of local communities over economic benefits
of forests −

Limited availability and access of alternative energy sources −
Little effort made towards reducing forest-dependent livelihoods −
Weak government institutions to support and monitor management of
community-managed forests −

Establishment of new forest user groups and forest management
guidelines by external actors −

Recognition of local knowledge in forest management interventions +

Lack of land use policy and strategies to guide management of
community-managed forests −

Limited efforts to engage private sector in community-managed forests −
Little effort made to increase productivity of community-managed
forests −

Inconsistency of promotions and campaigns in rehabilitation of
communal degraded forests −

Lack of innovative approaches to increase revenue from
community-managed forests −

Communal goals and shared visions among forest users +
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Table 1. Cont.

Elements Factors Affecting Governance Outcome Sources

Performance

Reduced deforestation and increased forest status through
collaborative forest management +

[84,111–114]

Increased conflicts among forest users and non-forest user groups over
forest use −

Improved market linkages for non-timber forest products +

Limited success in narrowing the income inequity among better-off
and poor members of community −

Improved livelihoods from income diversification activities in
community-managed forests +

Little effort made to address the gender gap in planning,
implementation, and monitoring −

Low level of knowledge management and monitoring activities −
Weak institutional settings due to disregard of pre-existing institutions
and imposition of ‘new’ ones −

Capacity development interventions improved human capital of forest
user groups +

Livelihood interventions with little attention to local priorities and
ownership of forest user groups −

Mistrust among local community as government interferes in decision
making on forest revenue −

Restrictions on harvesting forest products for commercial purposes +

Lack of short-term economic incentives −
Note: + sign indicates positive outcome; − sign indicates negative outcome.

3.2. Accountability

Accountability in community-managed forests differed across cases, yet there is a
consensus among authors on the widespread lack of accountability in decision-making
processes [96,115–117]. Quite often, the decisions made in the inception phase lacked
accountability. The design and planning phases attempted to show some level of ac-
countability by allowing local communities to elect leadership committees and guards
in a general assembly. At this phase, external bodies invest their time and resources in
building trust and mutual understanding among local communities [96,97]. In some cases,
short-term economic benefits contributed to building trust and to improving collaboration
among local communities and external bodies. Attention was also given to strengthening
the capacities of institutions that manage community-managed forests through training
and provision of technical support [51].

Positive outcomes, such as increased awareness of the need to protect and restore
degraded forests and having shared goals among local communities, were observed. Inter-
ventions in empowering local communities with knowledge and technologies improved
the level of accountability [96]. However, there was a low level of accountability among
higher level governing bodies. This can be observed in the lack of involvement of local
communities in the formulation of forest legislation and in the limited technical support
provided by higher level experts [99]. Decision-making processes in legal and policy frame-
works have not provided space to allow negotiations and platforms to capture the interests
of forest users.

The administrative framework assumed that weredas would serve as implementing
agencies with minimal power to draft legislation which considers the local context under
which the community-managed forests are governed. This top-down approach reduced
the decision-making power of actors at grassroots level [48,57]. These limitations coupled
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with the lack of guidelines to indicate optimal approaches to community-managed forests
resulted in minimal levels of accountability.

Limited efforts were underway to improve accountability during the implementation
of community-managed forests. This could be associated with the assumption of the
government and NGOs that the leadership of forest user groups would be accountable
to local communities [52]. However, several cases confirmed that the forest management
committees were more accountable to external actors than to local communities [89,97,116].
The quality of leadership and the emphasis given to equality and efficiency also influenced
rule enforcement in community-managed forests [117].

Furthermore, the bypassing of local institutions and the establishment of forest group
cooperatives resulted in low levels of accountability, as local communities claimed that
they were not aware of the contents of the signed formal agreements. This condition
is aggravated by the uncertainty of the rights of local communities over forests. Some
attempts were made to improve tenure security by issuing land titles for community-
managed forests [96,118]. However, state ownership of land creates ambiguity in practicing
usufruct rights, such as the safe level of investment in community-managed forests by
local communities.

By and large, governance structures, including the leadership of forest groups and
guards, were expected to report to village assemblies. In most instances, guards enforce
rules and have the right to take offenders to the village judiciary or general assembly [52].
The arrangement seemed to enhance accountability to a certain extent. However, the
assembly could also fail to make the leadership accountable in cases of elite capture, which
leaves the local communities with little room to claim their rights. In certain cases, there
was a tendency to use the general assembly to get approval for decisions that were already
made informally by the forest management committees.

The minimal level of accountability has been observed at monitoring and evaluation
phases of community-managed forests. Oftentimes, the inaccuracy of data and information
and the mere focus on area coverage of interventions left accountability at a minimum [89].
The low capacity of local level actors made it difficult to conduct sound monitoring of
the interventions. Once more, the increased attention given to area coverage during tree
planting and afforestation campaigns by political leaders at higher levels contributed to
exaggerated reporting on the side of the extension personnel and authorities at local levels.
Such politicization of efforts coupled with the low level of horizontal accountability among
actors weakened accountability in community-managed forests.

3.3. Equity

Efforts towards achieving equity in community-managed forests resulted in mixed out-
comes. Success was observed in cases where livelihood and non-forest income-generating
activities were integrated in the governance of community-managed forests [91,111]. For
instance, social protection schemes (in the form of cash or food) were used to compensate
farmers for their contributions to collective action. Apiculture was also a commonly pro-
moted livelihood intervention in community-managed forests, though its contribution to
income and livelihoods depends on access to markets [100,103] and the number of beehives
given to individuals or organized groups [119]. Such interventions resulted in positive out-
comes in terms of income and livelihood improvements among the forest user groups [83].
However, the external actors’ use of their authority to decide on the interventions without
seeking input from the local communities regarding the acceptability, the conducting of
environmental suitability analyses, and the testing of the economic viability of the activities
limited the outcomes [57,109,119].

The flexibility in enabling grass and timber use for public purposes and special occa-
sions had also motivated forest users to actively engage in collective action [61]. However,
equity was minimal in several instances due to the inadequacy of benefit-sharing mecha-
nisms [120]. Forest users with different levels of power, wealth status, and dependence on
forest products were differently affected by the governance of the forests [102,103]. The gov-
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ernance system indirectly helped the rich get richer but made the poor get poorer. The com-
monly used approach to allocate grass based on livestock ownership also favored the better-
off farmers that owned larger herds and engaged in bull-fattening businesses [100,102].
The increased market prices for forest products also stimulated the corruption of the for-
est committees and guards, not only through bribes but also by enabling selective rule
enforcement which favored their relatives [52].

In addition, exclusion of the poor and marginalized members of the community was
prevalent across cases [101,103]. This is unfortunate in that such groups often relied on
forest resources for their income and livelihoods, as they engaged in firewood collection
and charcoal making. In some cases, a special consideration for the groups in the village
bylaws protected them from total exclusion. For instance, in several parts of northern
Ethiopia, the poorest members of the community were identified and given approval by the
general assembly to collect dry and dead wood for sale [52,59]. Some efforts also focused
on the distribution of degraded hillsides so that landless youth could rehabilitate and use
the land for income-generating activities as an attempt to address the inequity among local
communities [121]. However, in some areas where forest user groups were organized under
cooperatives, there was little room for flexibility to consider the marginalized groups, such
as the landless youth [53,87].

Inequity was also observed in the sharing of risks and distribution of benefits and
services [101]. This condition created groups of communities who were affected negatively
and forced to risk their livelihoods in the name of benefiting equally with the rest of
the community. In many instances, rural communities had limited access to non-farm
employment opportunities. In such cases, the establishment of community-managed forests
could mean less availability of land to be used for crop production and less opportunity to
engage in farming [67,68].

In such cases, community-managed forests could have unintended outcomes in ag-
gravating unemployment and putting a group of community members at greater risk of
inequity. There was bias in the interventions favoring forest users living in proximity to
the forest compared to those living farther away, often with the assumption that those
living farther away might contribute less to collective action than others [78,103]. Moreover,
the scarcity of grazing land following the establishment of community-managed forests
coupled with the low levels of adoption of zero-grazing practices negatively affected forest
users who owned large herds of livestock [102].

3.4. Representation

Several factors contributed to the limited representation in community-managed
forests regarding rights, voices, and cooperation [105,106]. Attempts to consider the com-
munity and indigenous usufruct rights over forests brought positive outcomes in terms
of improved sense of ownership and reduced conflicts over the use of forests [105]. Such
consideration proved critical as not all usufruct rights had formal shape or were legally
protected. Unfortunately, this has not been the case in most instances, as interventions
undermined the legitimacy of the traditional forest governance systems [74,85].

The norm for interventions has been to establish new governance structures rather
than building up existing institutional arrangements. Project staff tended to emphasize
the need to change the institutional context and start afresh and struggle to find a way of
integrating the existing institutions in the new arrangements [57,122]. The lack of balance
regarding what to retain from the existing systems and what to add as new or improved
into the governance system revealed weaknesses during design and planning phases.

In addition, questions of representation emerged on the criteria used for membership
and leadership of forest user groups. Membership in forest user groups and engagement in
leadership positions were limited to villagers who live near the forests. Little or no repre-
sentation was reported for those living farther away. This approach exhibited unfairness
and affected cohesiveness and cooperation among local communities. The measure also
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discouraged cooperation and failed to take into consideration the interconnected nature of
resources within and across landscapes.

In some cases, the local communities preferred an open access situation where they were
not denied their rights to use the forest compared to a community-managed forest where
their voices and rights were not represented, [78,89]. The community-managed forest projects
often failed to devise mechanisms to capture the voices of the “non-beneficiaries” [104,106].
At times, interventions have favored the welfare improvement of better-off farmers over
poor farmers [123]. In such cases, all the efforts put into the projects could be of no value to
a part of the local communities and this makes achieving sustainability implausible.

Additionally, the forest user groups revealed heterogeneity in terms of family size,
assets, labour availability, and dependence on forests for income and livelihoods, among
other factors. In some instances, attempts were made to cover the heterogeneity by ensuring
that forest user committees involved representatives from sub-villages [107]. The common
approach, however, has been to assign leaders in a general assembly. This approach allows
for an ‘invisible’ hierarchy within the society which enables the influential members to
take up leadership roles. This could in turn lead to a leadership with skewed interests.
Representation in forest user committees also did not consider the diversity in social groups,
including gender and economic status [104]. Poorly represented leadership might fail to
promote the interests and voices of the poor and marginalized groups, such as landless
youth and women [52,53]. Thus, the inability to acknowledge the diversity among social
groups contributed to the weakness of incentive mechanisms which would get the buy in
of the forest users.

3.5. Direction and Vision

Expansion of community-managed forests was promoted as an important cornerstone
to realize the CRGE strategy. The government showed interest in restoring degraded
forests and increasing the area covered by forests as pillars of its target to promote a green
economy [47,51]. The shift led to a wider level of expansion of exclosures and also gave a
formal shape to the management of community-managed forests [108]. However, there was
variation in the way the direction and vision were interpreted, especially when it came to
duration and expectations of what would come afterwards [110]. This could be attributed
to the lack of land use policies and strategies to guide the management of community-
managed forests at a country level [108]. The differences in experience of governance of
community-managed forests across the country also contributes to the inconsistency in
shared visions.

Attempts to capture the felt priorities and needs of local communities were successful
in mobilizing forest users to pursue shared goals [44,51]. Among other factors, the use of
highly devolved structures to mobilize local communities also helped to reduce hesitation
in local communities and encouraged them to accept the shift from centralized approaches
to managing forests at the community level [107]. The reform enables local communities
to establish their own rules for managing forests and has resulted in positive outcomes in
terms of empowering local communities and increasing the sense of ownership [52,108].
Even so, the replacement of pre-existing institutional arrangements with new forest user
groups coupled with external actors putting forest management guidelines in place con-
tradicted the efforts to empower and recognize local knowledge in forest management
interventions [101].

The limited availability and accessibility of alternative energy sources forced forest
users to act against their shared vision. However, there was inadequate exploration of
innovative approaches for increasing revenue from community-managed forests and ad-
dressing the demands for economic incentives in the short, medium, and long terms [119].
For instance, the expansion of exclosures was accompanied by dissatisfaction and unmet
expectations to gain economic incentives among local communities. However, government
institutions had a limited capacity to monitor and align the community-managed forests
with the direction and shared visions [108].
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Furthermore, little effort was made to reduce the level of dependency on forests for
income and livelihoods relative to the extent of the problem [91,100]. The engagement of
the private sector in increasing forest productivity and the adoption of efficient technologies
and approaches, along with exploitation of the potential of community-managed forests
for employment opportunities, is weak at best compared to the goals set out in the forest
policies at national and regional levels and in the national CRGE strategy.

3.6. Performance

Several factors influenced the performance of community-managed forests in achiev-
ing their goals of establishment [84,111–114]. For instance, factors including user groups’
heterogeneity, level of forest dependence, and distance to town influenced the performance
of community-managed forests in southern Ethiopia [113]. One of the well-recognized
outcomes of community-managed forests was the impact in reducing deforestation and
improved forest status [51,114]. The outcomes were attributed to the improved knowledge
and skills among forest users due to the capacity development interventions to a certain
extent [124].

Interventions revealed biases towards climate change adaptation and mitigation and
biodiversity conservation goals, and these goals were almost exclusively prioritized in
evaluations of the performance of community-managed forests [112]. The mere focus on
ecological improvement (change in forest cover, availability of diverse woody species)
in evaluating performance and neglect of socio-economic indicators in most cases lim-
ited the contribution of community-managed forests to improving incomes and liveli-
hoods [88,103,109].

Recent approaches that integrate mechanisms for livelihood diversification activities in
community-managed forests were successful in improving rural livelihoods. However, the
success was limited due to insufficient consideration given to local priorities and ownership
of forest user groups in the livelihood interventions [98]. In addition, the initiatives were
lacking when it came to mediating increased conflicts among forest users and non-forest
user groups over forest use [125].

Interventions also failed to narrow inequity among different gender and wealth groups
in terms of access to and control over decision-making processes in planning, implementa-
tion, and monitoring phases [84]. Among other issues, the restrictions on harvesting forest
products for commercial purposes without putting in place short-term economic incentives
limited the performance of community-managed forests. In this line, the inadequacy of the
indicators and tools used to assess the performance of community-managed forests also
constrained the efforts to develop sound management guidelines and business plans for
proper utilization of the forests.

4. Requirements to Address Key Governance Constraints in Community-Managed Forests

The complex challenges related to governance of community-managed forests would
require multi-dimensional measures implemented in a coherent manner. First, constraints
on participation could be addressed by engaging the local community at the outset of
interventions and continuing the partnership till the monitoring and evaluation phases.
Twelve out of the 60 articles suggest that interventions need to recognize inputs from forest
users using continuous feedback mechanisms and keep the momentum in partnership with
forest users at all phases. This would help in addressing the decline in participation at the
planning, and monitoring and evaluation phases of the interventions. Emphasis should
also be given to the diversity of forest management committees. Ensuring the balance
in representation of different social categories and actors in leadership positions would
capture the diverse voices and interests.

Establishing homogenous subgroups (i.e., sharing similar backgrounds, interests, and
priorities) for community-managed forests would also help in reducing dominance by elites
in decision-making processes. Recent studies revealed that multi-stakeholder forums could
potentially help in capturing the concerns of forest users and joint working towards solving
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problems. Establishing and supporting such forums at grassroots level proved effective
in cases where mechanisms were put in place to addressing elite capture, promoting
inclusiveness and developing the capacities of forest users in problem identification and
implementation. Forums also help in reducing elite capture by enhancing transparency
and accountability in decision-making processes [53,126].

Such requirements might motivate stakeholders to go beyond the usual consultations
and make progress towards the next level of participation (i.e., partnerships which involve
redistribution of power among the actors through negotiation), as suggested by [26].
However, it is important to note that the requirements might not lead to positive outcomes
unless they are accompanied by determination and attitude change among external actors
in contrast to the practice of using participation and representation as mere rituals in
development. The willingness of actors to negotiate and redistribute power amongst
themselves would be a critical step to achieve the desired outcomes. Among other measures,
carrying out a thorough analysis of the socio-cultural context prior to deciding who should
participate in the interventions would help in managing competing interests and reducing
conflicts [127].

Second, the dilemma in balancing formal vs. informal institutions could be resolved
by prioritizing and recognizing the pre-existing institutions. Fifteen out of the 60 articles
suggest that implementing agencies should encourage the use of informal institutions
if available or encourage forest users to build their own bylaws in case there are no pre-
existing institutions in place. Then, supporting forest users to jointly discuss the bylaws and
eventually explore the right combination of elements of formal and informal institutions
for governing the community-managed forests would help resolve the dilemma.

In fact, enforcing these requirements might lead to difficulties due to the dynamic
nature of both formal and informal institutions as they respond to the past and ongoing
changes in the society and the management of forest resources. Historically, the state
assumed a custodial position which allowed it to control forest resources in the jurisdiction
and weakened the contribution of informal institutions which governed communal forests
in the past [35]. The little recognition given to empowering the informal institutions and
the unparalleled interest in embracing modern forms of governance weakened the informal
institutions [128]. The newly introduced institutions also faced difficulties in building a
sense of ownership of community-managed forests [34,73].

Nine out of the 60 articles showed that the situation has left a politicized institutional
context with a delicate nature. For that reason, it is important to devise mechanisms to
engage local communities in the design and planning of interventions while limiting the
engagement of government actors to legitimize and empower the institutions [129,130].
Thus, interventions should be designed with due understanding of the institutional changes
in specific contexts and identify mechanisms to develop a hybrid of institutions to address
governance constraints in community-managed forests [55]. In addition, the establishment
of multi-stakeholder forums with due consideration of the existing formal and informal
institutions in the design and implementation of management systems could help in
addressing the institutional constraints. In fact, multi-stakeholder forums could play
important roles in governing community-managed forests in Ethiopia when embracing
a mix of top-down and bottom-up approaches for increased alignment and impact of the
interventions in community-managed forests [53].

Third, using well-tailored capacity development interventions could enable forest
users to improve governance of community-managed forests. Aligning capacity develop-
ment efforts with local needs and priorities would help in using the scare resources more
efficiently. Working with forest users to develop the curricula would help to tailor capacity
development with local needs and priorities with due consideration to the socio-cultural
contexts. The use of both formal and informal networks for communication would equip
women, youth, and other marginalized forest users with minimal access to the formal
decision-making processes with relevant knowledge and information.
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Enforcing these requirements might be misinterpreted as just performing more of the
same capacity-development interventions. However, efforts in the past missed the chance
to genuinely empower local communities and the institutions they rely on to sustainably
govern community-managed forests. Thus, the requirements call for more attention to
interactions and power relations among the stakeholders. In addition, emphasis should be
placed on building the ‘soft’ skills that would enhance the confidence of local communities
to exercise their power in decision-making processes and rule enforcement [131].

Fourth, locally contextualized management plans that include benefit sharing schemes
in the short, medium, and long terms would help forest users develop realistic expectations
and benefit from community-managed forests. Consideration should be given to establish-
ing benefit-sharing mechanisms based on local interests and ensure mutual understanding
of the expected benefits and timelines. In particular, devising mechanisms for short-term
benefits would be critical to motivate forest users. Once more, developing easy-to-use
forest management guidelines in collaboration with forest users would help increase the
productivity of community-managed forests.

Developing business plans that consider forest users’ needs and priorities and provide
diverse and locally contextualized incentives would help meet the interests of heteroge-
neous groups of forest users. For instance, encouraging youth engagement in non-timber
forest products would also create economic opportunities for forest users. Additionally,
livestock owners could be motivated by increased access to grass for fodder, while those
who do not own livestock might prefer incentives in the forms of finance or credits or em-
ployment opportunities. Exploring mechanisms for engaging non-forest users, for instance,
through investment in social amenities, would also reduce conflicts over forest use.

Once more, exploring opportunities for upgrading forest value chains would be central
to realizing increased socio-economic benefits of community-managed forests. Often, the
lack of alternative livelihoods and the need to use the forest for survival reasons has been
the source of conflict in the governance of community-managed forests. Interventions could
target upgrading the products and services of community-managed forests to address the
conflicts and protect the livelihoods of the poor and forest-dependent communities.

Fifth, supporting non-forest-based livelihoods and investing in attitudinal change
towards considering community-managed forests as business enterprises would help forest
users to visualize goals and streamline their expectations accordingly. More than 50% of the
reviewed articles emphasize the need for incentives which reduce dependence on forests,
including providing women with alternative energy sources (introducing solar energy),
providing energy-conserving stoves, and establishing homestead nurseries to cultivate
high-value tree species (fruit trees) for income generation and employment among youth
and women.

Sixth, attention should be given to examining the reasons leading to limited success
in the efforts to improve governance of forests. This requirement calls for revisiting the
government’s use of the campaign approach in implementing forest policies due to its
inconsistent and seasonal nature, and limited effect in improving governance of community-
managed forests. The approach failed in addressing conflicts related to land tenure, access
to and control over forests, and alternative livelihoods.

Oftentimes, local communities have taken the blame for increased deforestation and
forest degradation due to their proximity to the forests and their dependence on the forests
for their livelihoods [132]. However, government actors need to examine their contributions
to the successes and failures in the governance of community-managed forests and work
towards creating an enabling environment accordingly. The development actors need
to demonstrate their commitment and willingness to create an enabling environment by
pushing for governance of community-managed forests agendas in policy reforms.

5. Implications for Forest and Landscape Restoration

The Bonn Challenge aims at restoring 350 million hectares of degraded and deforested
landscapes globally by 2030. Consequently, commitments have been made to restoring
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over 140 million ha of land across the tropical region [133]. Such commitments would
be realized when governance systems in the forestry sector enable the implementation of
landscape restoration at low transaction costs [134]. Landscape restoration has focused
on the promotion of community-managed forests and led to promises for compensation
of communities’ efforts through incentive mechanisms, such as carbon financing through
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) schemes [135]. The need for guidance on
the promotion of cost-effective mechanisms has been emphasized for achieving desirable
outcomes with respect to socio-ecological conditions. Restoration of degraded landscapes
is among the priority areas for ensuring food security and improvement in livelihoods in
Ethiopia [51]. Efforts are underway in promoting PFM and multi-stakeholder forums for im-
proved governance of community-managed forests [108]. For instance, multi-stakeholder
forums in the Bale Eco-region, Ethiopia were successful in enhancing good governance in
community-managed forests through active engagement of relevant government depart-
ments at wereda level (agriculture, natural resources management, irrigation and livestock),
and other stakeholders, including PFM cooperatives, NGOs operating in the eco-region,
and OFWE. The multi-stakeholder forums were established at wereda levels with active
involvement of PFM cooperatives at the local level in problem identification and imple-
mentation. The collaboration resulted in evidence-based decision making, improved local
capacity and joint learning, increased fairness in benefit sharing, efficient mobilization and
use of resources, and reduced duplication of efforts in community-managed forests [53].
Such forums, accompanied with participatory monitoring systems in place for measuring
outcomes, would help in achieving good governance in community-managed forests.

Prior experience has shown that such efforts would succeed with and only if attention
is given to the local context and with due understanding of the enabling and constraining
factors for sustainable governance of community-managed forests. Understanding the
governance requirements is critical for the implementation of the forest and landscape
restoration initiatives at low transaction costs. Initiatives should pay attention to under-
standing the diverse institutional arrangements under which community-managed forests
are governed for increased impact and sustainability of positive outcomes. Our findings
indicate the central role of collaboration among stakeholders and the urgent need to ad-
dress the governance constraints in participation, accountability, equity, representation,
direction and vision, and performance aspects, which could lead to better forest condi-
tions and livelihood outcomes. The lessons can also be scaled up to reduce the pollution
of waterbodies, such as rivers and lakes in highly populated rural and urban areas of
Ethiopia through managing forest resources surrounding riverbanks and buffer zones. The
identified governance requirements contribute to filling the gap in evidential syntheses to
inform decision-making processes in forest and landscape restoration initiatives in Ethiopia.
Additionally, the findings have implications for setting priorities in the initiatives.

6. Conclusions

This review shows the urgent need for addressing governance constraints in community-
managed forests. The design and implementation of the initiatives in addressing defor-
estation and forest degradation should pay attention to the active involvement of forest
users at all stages of managing community-managed forests and capacity-development
programs. Building on existing informal institutions would help to address the dilemma in
balancing the roles of informal vs. formal institutions in managing community-managed
forests. Supporting non-forest-based livelihoods and investing in attitudinal change to-
wards considering community-managed forests as business enterprises would help forest
users to visualize goals and streamline their expectations accordingly. In this line, devel-
oping management plans and business model scenarios which balance the ecological and
socio-economic goals at the local level and consider the needs and priorities of heteroge-
neous groups of forest users and provide diverse and locally contextualized incentives
is important for improving the governance of community-managed forests. Finally, re-
visiting the practice of the campaign approach in implementing forest policies would be
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central to avoid inconsistent efforts with limited effects in improving the governance of
community-managed forests.
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