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ScienceDirect
We identify and describe four strands in the literature on

forestry decentralization policies: studies that assess impacts

of forestry sector decentralization policies on forests and

livelihoods; studies that examine whether forestry

decentralization empowers public and democratic local

institutions; studies focusing on power and the role of elites in

forestry decentralization, and; studies that historicize and

contextualize forestry decentralization as reflective of broader

societal phenomena. We argue that these strands reflect

disciplinary differences in values, epistemologies, and methods

preferences, and that they individually provide only partial

representations of forestry decentralization policies.

Accordingly, we conclude that a comprehensive understanding

of these policies cannot rest solely on any of these strands, but

should be informed by all of them.
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Introduction
Forestry sector decentralization policies are a widespread

phenomenon across the Global South [1]. Officially, these

policies have been driven by a belief that situating deci-

sion making closer to where forest management and use

actually occurs — where its direct effects are felt most

immediately — and in the hands of representative local

authorities, will result in more ecologically and socially

sustainable outcomes [2]. These are broadly the same
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official rationales underlying the support to various com-

munity-based forest management approaches.

Research on forestry decentralization policies has prolif-

erated and grown in widely different directions through

contributions from different disciplines. Therefore, in

this paper, we attempt a synthesis of recent contributions

to this literature aiming to identify strands within it and

illustrate differences, overlaps, and gaps among these. We

believe this will assist scholars in situating their own work

within this burgeoning literature. We also believe it is

relevant to ongoing efforts at forestry decentralization as

well as to more recent carbon forestry initiatives that in

different ways articulate with and (re)shape existing

forestry decentralization policies [3–5].

Our review focuses on research that examines forestry

decentralization processes by which decision-making

powers over forests are handed down, or devolved, to

lower levels in a jurisdictional hierarchy of the state [6].

This implies transfers to subnational bodies, such as

provinces, districts, wards, villages, or user groups. In

the following we present and discuss four strands within

the literature assess how decentralization impacts forests

and livelihoods; studies that examine whether decentral-

ization empowers public and democratic local institu-

tions; studies focusing on power and elite interests in

decentralization, and; studies that historicize and contex-

tualize decentralization as reflective of broader societal

phenomena. We argue that these strands reflect disciplin-

ary differences in values, epistemologies, and methods

preferences, and that they present partial representations

of forestry decentralization policies (see Figure 1).

Although we try to provide both depth and coverage,

our review should be seen as representative of studies

within the four strands we identify, and not as an attempt

at fully covering the existing literature.

Assessing impacts of forestry
decentralization
One strand in the literature on decentralized forestry

focuses on assessing — or evaluating — the impacts of

these policies on livelihoods and forests. Generally, this

strand is characterized by less attention to the policy of

decentralization and more to outcomes, and to establish-

ing causality between the existence of the policy and the

observed outcomes. Thus, studies within this strand tend

to treat decentralized forestry policies as an ‘either/or’

variable, assuming the existence and, importantly, imple-

mentation of the policy in areas on the basis of informa-

tion from official statistics or other secondary sources [7].

However, as demonstrated by the other strands we
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An understanding of forestry decentralization policies should build on

all the four strands identified in this review, here represented by

pieces to a puzzle.

5 On the issue of representativeness, we note that a sample — irre-

spective of how it is drawn (probabilistic, purposefully, conveniently,

among others) — is always representative of some population. However,

the inclination to see probabilistic sampling as more representative

should be tempered by careful attention to the data informing the

probabilistic sampling. Thus, a randomly drawn sample is representative

of the sample frame (which may or may not correspond to the population

of interest). Similarly, the value of the matching approaches commonly

used in quasi-experimental research designs to ensure attribution

depend crucially on the how well the data informing the matching

correspond to local realities.
review, forestry decentralization comes in many forms

and official statistics and reports are not always reflective

of realities on the ground [8]. Interventions designated as

decentralized forestry may, for instance, resemble highly

centralized management processes [9,10] or Integrated

Conservation and Development Projects [11].

This impact-oriented strand comprises a diverse set of

studies in terms of research designs and methods. Gen-

erally, the substantial findings of studies within this

strand illustrate that forestry decentralization is associated

with lower rates of deforestation and forest degradation as

compared to alternative management strategies

[7,12,13�,14], while having mixed livelihood impacts with

a clear tendency of adverse effects on poorer and forest-

dependent households and individuals [15–17] (see also

the ‘Unpacking power in forestry decentralization’

section).

This strand of literature usually assesses the outcomes of

forestry decentralization using simple proxy indicators.

For livelihood outcomes, widely used indicators include

total income or forest income, which do not capture

changes in livelihood risk including food security or

longer-term changes in wealth or access to productive

assets, for example, fertile land. For forest sustainability

outcomes, examples of indicators include species richness
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and harvest–regrowth ratio assessed through forest inven-

tory [18,19] and changes in crown cover assessed through

remote sensing imagery [20�,21]. Such indicators are,

however, ambiguous proxies for sustainability of manage-

ment. One case study illustrated this by showing how

local managers harvested more than the regrowth to

rejuvenate an old-growth forest that, in the absence of

‘overharvesting’, would likely lose value due to decay and

inhibit the growth of younger trees [22]. Another showed

how the closing of a forest canopy was associated with a

less diverse ecosystem and inequitable socio-economic

outcomes [23]. Both cases illustrate an ambiguous rela-

tionship between crown cover/standing tree volume and

ecological (and social and economic) sustainability. Simi-

larly, a negative trend in species richness could be the

outcome of careful forest management practices aimed at

promoting valuable timber tree species. To overcome

these challenges, some argue for the use of process tracing

to link observed ecological outcomes to the policy

through management practices [24,25].

Recent years has seen an increased emphasis within this

strand on quasi-experimental research designs, statistical

modes of analyses, and associated ideas of validity. These

studies seek to analyze larger, and potentially more

representative,5 samples of decentralized forestry units

than hitherto seen and have brought renewed attention to

the issue of demonstrating causality, attribution of

observed changes to a policy as opposed to other factors.

Some have even argued that such quasi-experimental

research designs are inherently superior in demonstrating

causality [20�,26]. Yet, this notion, and the accompanying

labeling of these approaches as ‘evidence-based’, implic-

itly dismisses the value, and validity, of other approaches.

Rather than being merely a question of approach and

design, research validity depends primarily on the rigor

with which the research is carried out in practice [27].

Thus, no approach is inherently more valid than any

other. Importantly, the choice of approach and design

determines the type of analysis (statistical, process trac-

ing, among others) and the forms of evidence (quantita-

tive, qualitative) that can be analyzed. Thus, while quasi-

experimental studies allow for the inclusion of larger,

potentially more representative samples, they are reliant

on indicators and proxies that may, or may not, be

reflective of local realities [28�].
www.sciencedirect.com
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Forestry decentralization as democratization
Another strand in the literature on forestry decentraliza-

tion has examined its democratic qualities and relation to

projects of democracy. This research is based on theories6

that assume ‘democratic’ governance — i.e. decisions

made and implemented by local authorities who are

accountable to the population — will result in different

outcomes than centralized or individualized decision

making. Hence, this research focuses on examining the

kinds of bodies or actors (administrative, democratic, or

private) that may receive powers (executive, legislative,

or judicial) and the ways in which these bodies are held

accountable (able to be sanctioned) by forestry decentral-

ization policies [2]. The research described in this strand

is primarily based on qualitative enquiry and examines

global to local levels — although some studies have used

multi-case comparative analyses [29].

The empirical body of work under this strand has dem-

onstrated an extensive bypassing of local democratic

institutions in favor of upwardly or narrowly accountable

institutions across a host of countries [22,29–31]. These

studies demonstrate that implementers of forestry decen-

tralization reforms, such as donors, national governments,

NGOs and consultancies, choose to work with project

committees, non-governmental organizations, customary

authorities, and forestry department appointees in the

local arena. In such circumstances, decentralization poli-

cies do not result in democratic decentralization because

powers are devolved to institutions that lack democratic

qualities, while democratic local governments are side-

lined. This happens even while democracy is touted by

national forestry programs, including REDD+ [29,30].

This research has also pointed to some of the underlying

reasons for this disparity between the decentralization

ideal and observed practice, such as struggles over valu-

able forest resources [32], market access [33], donor

conditionalities [34], convenience and expediency [35],

ideology and beliefs about local capacity and public

versus private institutions [36], and global norms of

how to redress historical processes of marginalization

[34]. It has also addressed the methods by which those

who stand to lose from decentralization have resisted its

establishment in forestry [37,38].

Unpacking power in forestry decentralization
Another strand in the literature on decentralized forestry

emphasizes power relations and the role of elites at the

local level. This strand seeks to unpack how forestry

decentralization policies are embedded in — and become

the object of — political–economic power struggles over

resources.
6 From neoclassical and institutional economics, new institutionalism,

democracy, and governmentality.
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These studies generally build on qualitative inquiry

focusing on understanding local struggles [39–42], but

include contributions featuring more quantitative

approaches [43–45].

Studies within this strand find that forestry decentraliza-

tion tends to disfavor the poorest. This is largely a

consequence of three empirical regularities: (i) the poor

being more forest-dependent [46]; (ii) forestry decentral-

ization resulting in stricter rules on forest utilization and

more effective rule enforcement [18,47] and; (iii) existing

elites being better positioned to benefit from the socio-

economic opportunities and benefits associated with for-

estry decentralization [43,48,49]. Finally, it is also a result

of other policies — often not considered in analyses of

forestry decentralization — that combine with social and

technological factors to disfavor the poor [50�]. Finally,

the decision-making arenas of forest decentralization

policies have also been observed to fall into the hands

of existing elites [35,36,41,51].

Although forestry decentralization policies are always

embedded in pre-existing conditions, elite capture could

arguably be said to stem from the inability of these

policies, or the unwillingness of project implementing

agents, to challenge pre-existing social hierarchies [52].

Related to this, studies have pointed to the tendency for

such policies to be framed in ways that privilege certain

people, especially elites with formal education and strong

social networks [37]. Accordingly, recent contributions

building on political ecology and science studies have

unpacked the scientific and bureaucratic framing of

decentralized forestry [53�]. These studies show that this

framing tends to benefit local elites [49], while being of

little use to inform actual forest management [22], and

comprising a burden on understaffed and financially

fraught forest bureaucracies [22,54]. These studies also

explain the prominence of scientific and bureaucratic

approaches to forestry with processes of institutional

socialization that inhibit learning in forestry bureaucracies

[55,56]. This research avenue may potentially create the

impetus for forestry decentralization policies that are less

prone to top-down control and elite capture. Finally,

research within this strand has also examined the role

of professionalized NGOs in nurturing — or not — local

empowerment and responsiveness [45].

Contextualizing forestry decentralization
A final strand of research on forestry decentralization uses

it as an empirical case that yields insights into broader

socio-ecological/societal or more abstract phenomena

such as property and citizenship [57,58], violence [59],

national politics [60], technologies of government [61],

development policy [62�,63], agrarian change and strug-

gles [64,65], and neoliberalism [66–68].
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2018, 32:17–22
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This research contextualizes and historicizes forestry

decentralization policies and thereby helps in under-

standing their framing and embedding in social, ecologi-

cal, and economic relations, and why they are supported,

contested, or abandoned altogether locally as well as

nationally and internationally [54,61]. It has been partic-

ularly helpful in questioning public justifications for these

policies, and illuminating what other purposes they have

served, for example, recentralizing control over forest

land [69–72]. Thus, research within this strand asks what

forestry decentralization policies do — outside of and

beyond their officially stated objectives. For instance,

seeing forestry decentralization policy itself as a discur-

sive resource that can be appropriated to garner material

and financial resources — such as land, trees, and

money — and to legitimate actors and institutions

[73,74]. Further, by contextualizing — in particular his-

toricizing — these processes, these studies illustrate how

decentralization processes reflect certain moments in

history, reiterating but also repackaging and adapting

century old claims to empowerment and popular partici-

pation [62�,75].

Conclusion
Our review illustrates that forestry decentralization has

gained the analytical attention of a variety of academic

disciplines, resulting in a complex and varied body of

literature. It also shows a tendency of compartmentaliza-

tion, whereby the findings from one strand do not neces-

sarily inform or draw on those of other strands. For

instance, while studies have illustrated that decreasing

forest cover is not necessarily an indication of unsustain-

able management [22], other studies use such indicators

to examine relative sustainability of different manage-

ment regimes. And while studies have shown that areas

designated as under decentralized forestry may have

highly centralized government management in practice,

other studies will take such labels at face value. This is

largely a consequence of different disciplinary and indi-

vidual assumptions and preferences for study design and

approach to data analysis that, in turn, shape empirical

enquiry and, ultimately, what are presented as ‘findings’.

Thus, economists and political and environmental scien-

tists favoring large-N studies and associated statistical

analytical approaches face a trade-off between reducing

complexity and, thereby, introducing ambiguity, and

attaining the ostensibly needed number of observations.

Although we believe that such endeavors may bring

important and unexpected findings, we believe that they

must be complemented by grounded case-based empiri-

cal studies. Likewise, we argue for continued attention

among authors of such grounded empirical studies to how

their idiosyncratic findings may or may not reflect more

general phenomena across time and space. Thus, as this

review has illustrated, the four strands present differing

and partial representations of forestry decentralization

policies. Accordingly, reviews that exclude large parts
Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability 2018, 32:17–22 
of the literature through restrictive inclusion criteria, such

as recent systematic reviews of ‘evidence-based’ studies

[20�,76], run the risk of reproducing and entrenching such

partial representations. Rather, we argue, a comprehen-

sive understanding of forestry decentralization policies

should be informed by all of them.
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