




Foreword

Showcasing Innovative Approaches  
With NTFPs

The theme of this issue of Insight: Notes from the Field is Non-Timber Forest 
Products (NTFPs). The subject is not new, but has generated increasing 
attention both in scholarly literature and practical fields. Debate over the 
potential of NTFPs for achieving ecosystem conservation and poverty 
alleviation has grown in the past decade. Concern has been raised that NTFP 
activities may not always provide the poor with the expected benefits, and 
could in some cases even act as a poverty trap (see discussion in Overview 
paper). Considering these concerns, the objective of this publication is to 
share experiences on how innovative approaches have led to successful 
outcomes such as increased access of poor forest dwellers to resources and 
markets, increased participation, and benefit sharing. It also raises problems 
and issues that still need to be addressed. While this volume is not meant to 
provide final solutions to problems related to NTFP activities, it is hoped to 
shed more light on our current understanding of the subject. 

This volume draws lessons from five case studies on various NTFP activities 
in Asia, including Bhutan, Lao PDR, India, Nepal, and Thailand. Most of the 
papers were initially presented at the International Conference on Poverty 
Reduction and Forest, held in Bangkok in September 2007 and organized 
by RECOFTC and Rights and Resources Initiative. They demonstrate 
NTFP activities that are effective in contributing to poverty alleviation and 
ecosystems conservation, given their specific contexts. They also point to 
issues and limitations that require further attention. We hope that these cases 
provide valuable lessons for practitioners and others working to increase the 
potential of NTFPs as a sustainable resource for rural communities.

      Mikaela Nilsson Rosander
      Editor of Insight
      RECOFTC
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Creating the Right Conditions:
Strengthening Opportunities of  
Non-Timber Forest Products

Overview of Lessons From Insight Case Studies

By Joost Foppes, Rob Ukkerman, and  
Mikaela N. Rosander

Summary

This overview paper draws out some of the key areas and lessons 
coming out from the five case study papers in this publication. The 
paper starts by giving a background on Non-Timber Forest Products 
(NTFPs) and their role in supporting livelihoods. It provides some key 
conditions of importance for strengthening the potentials of NTFPs, 
such as (1) poor people’s access to resources, decision-making 
processes, and benefits; (2) sustainable harvesting and resource 
management; and (3) value addition to forest products through links 
to market. Examples of enabling approaches that could be valuable 
in meeting those conditions are also given. The paper ends by 
giving some recommendations for strengthening poverty alleviation 
potential and sustainable management of NTFPs.

Introduction
There is growing evidence of the potential of NTFPs to achieve 
large scale impacts in poverty alleviation and sustainable forest 
management (see Box 1 for definition of NTFPs). The value of global 
NTFP trade has been estimated to be US$11 billion, and NTFPs 
account for as much as 25% of the income of close to one billion 
people.1

 
As this economic potential has become increasingly recognized, 
NTFPs have been brought back onto the world forestry agenda, 
particularly in relation to small forest-based enterprises. New markets 
are evolving that favor such enterprises, especially of NTFP-based 
products such as furniture and flooring, medicinal plants, and fair 
trade products.2 In Nepal, 50,000 families have doubled their income 
from NTFPs such as medicinal herbs and handicrafts over 10 years.3 
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It is estimated that the bamboo industry 
could employ five million people in 
Indochina through a variety of value 
chains based on bamboo products, 
e.g. bamboo flooring8 (See Box 2 for a 
definition of the value chain concept).

However, there has been recent criticism 
that NTFPs can in some cases act as 
poverty traps.9 This term is used when 
NTFP users cannot move to higher 
levels of income because they have to 
spend all their time collecting NTFPs to 
survive. Such cases exist and this issue 
needs to be addressed.

Yet, in many documented cases, 
NTFPs are successfully used as a 
stepping stone out of poverty, adding to 
diversified income generation for rural 
families.10  There are also cases where 
NTFPs have become a key source of 
sustainable income.11, 12 

Our challenge is to enhance the 
potential of NTFPs as stepping stones 
out of poverty, addressing the issue of 
poverty traps and moving to sustainable 
income generation for large groups of 
NTFP producers through market-based 
approaches.

In this particular volume, we draw 
lessons from five cases in Asia in order 
to shed light on the potential of NTFPs 
for poverty reduction through enterprise 
development. Most of these cases 
were presented at the International 
Conference on Poverty Reduction 
and Forests organized by RECOFTC 
and Rights and Resources Initiative 
(RRI) in Bangkok, September 2007. 
The aim is to raise awareness among 
practitioners in Asia’s forestry sector 
that NTFP development is not only 
about protecting access to resources for 
the poor and providing basic business 

Box 2: Value Chains 

A value chain is a strategic network 
of independent businesses that 
work together to ensure that what is 
produced, the production process, 
and the quantity and timing 
meet the demands of retailers 
or processors. Value chains 
are buyer-driven and therefore 
frequently involve mechanisms to 
enforce buyers’ standards. Most 
high-value products are marketed 
through value chains.7

Box 1: What are NTFPs? 
(Adapted from Marshall et.al. 

20064) 

The term Non-Timber Forest 
Products (NTFPs) encompasses 
a very wide range of forest 
products and marketing systems, 
and has been defined variously 
by different people.5 We use the 
definition provided by de Beer 
and McDermott (1989), which 
states that “NTFPs encompass 
all biological materials, other 
than timber, which are extracted 
from forests for human use.”6 
Examples of NTFPs include fruits, 
nuts, seeds, oils, spices, resins, 
gums, and fibers, which can be 
used in a raw or processed form. 
Many NTFPs are commercial 
products. Individual forest products 
may be processed into one or more 
marketed products, and traded 
through a variety of different value 
chains. 
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skills to groups of NTFP collectors. NTFP development also requires an enabling 
policy environment and a range of business support services along the value 
chain from producer to consumer. 

Lessons Learned From Case Studies
The case studies presented in this publication consist of very specific settings and 
conditions, and are not easily comparable. However, in this overview paper we 
draw out the key conditions and enabling approaches that have been successful 
in contributing to poverty alleviation and sustainable resource management.

Key Conditions
Three major thematic areas emerge from these five case studies that can be 
seen as factors to strengthen the potentials of NTFPs:

1. Poor people’s access to resources, decision-making processes, and 
benefits

2. Sustainable harvesting and resource management
3. Value addition to forest products through links to markets

Poor people’s access to resources, decision making, and benefits
Secure access to NTFP resources for disadvantaged groups is often under threat 
by circumstances like conversion of forests to agricultural plantations (Lao PDR), 
forest conservation policies (Thailand, Bhutan), and/or dominance of elite groups 
(India, Nepal). In the Bhutan case, community group formation was essential to 
acquire legal access to forest resources. The formation of Community Forestry 
User Groups also helped people to increase their bargaining power in price 
negotiations with traders, resulting in increased incomes.

Sharing of benefits and increased access to decision-making processes are the 
key themes of the Nepal case, and are also important lessons coming out of 
the Thai and India cases. Benefits can be in monetary form (such as increase 
in income), but also in non-monetary forms (such as strengthened capacity, 
access to subsistence resources uses, political empowerment, etc), and can 
relate to increased benefit flow to villages as well as distributional issues within 
communities.13 The case from Nepal shows how a local network enterprise 
managed to give poor families access to decision-making committees and to a 
revolving credit scheme. This allowed disadvantaged families to invest in NTFP 
trade and processing groups, and increase their income from NTFP activities. 
In Andhra Pradesh, India, a well-established cooperative corporation of tribal 
groups applied multi-stakeholder consultations that resulted in increased access 
of poor households to existing market chains. 

Sustainable harvesting and resource management
NTFP users also need sustainable harvesting and forest management systems 
to maintain the resources. In Bhutan, villagers and researchers developed an 
elaborate system, based on technical skills in combination with local knowledge, 
for making inventories of bamboo and cane resources as a basis for sustainable 
NTFP harvesting. Clear rules for bamboo and cane harvesting were developed 
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in participation with village collectors and made official through partnership with 
the district and province authorities. 

In the case of India, the NTFP trade cooperative organized training courses 
in partnership with the government’s Forestry Service, where NTFP collectors 
developed sustainable harvesting and forest management practices. In Lao PDR, 
a case was identified of local innovators developing their own NTFP resource 
management system without outside assistance.

Value addition to forest products through marketing
In addition to secured access and sustainable production systems, rural 
communities need to learn to make good use of NTFP market chains in order 
to obtain sustainable income. According to the case studies, there is a need of 
business skills, access to market information, and other business services. 

The case from Thailand shows how the government’s capacity-building support 
for small village-based enterprise development has helped in marketing of woven 
palm leaf products. But this case also makes clear that adding value to the market 
chain by branding the product mainly occurs higher up the market chain, as shops 
and traders prefer to buy and sell articles under their own name. This remains a 
constraint to adding more value at the level of village producers. 

The three themes of secure access to resources, sustainable production and 
value addition through marketing chains can be regarded as the key conditions for 
achieving successful poverty alleviation based on forest resources.14 The cases 
also provide some examples of enabling approaches to meet these conditions, 
described below. 

Enabling Approaches
Some promising approaches to meeting the above conditions come forward from 
these cases.

Multi-stakeholder approaches
A multi-stakeholder approach was applied in many of the cases, bringing together 
stakeholders along the NTFP market chain, as well illustrated in the India case. 
Stakeholders could include NTFP collectors, traders, processing factories, 
exporters, government forestry and trade offices, etc. They are assisted in 
exploring issues and identifying ways to resolve them. Through increased mutual 
understanding, new solutions can be brokered that involve action from all sides. 
To be successful, these approaches require good facilitation skills.

Participatory approaches to NTFP resource and forest management
The case from Lao PDR clearly shows how local innovators are capable of 
developing local solutions to resource management issues. The challenge is to 
link these local knowledge systems to formal scientific systems and to regulatory 
frameworks aimed at forest and biodiversity conservation.15  In the case of Bhutan, 
this has been achieved through a regulatory system that is built on very detailed, 
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technically sound harvesting systems developed in a participatory way with NTFP 
harvesters. There seems to be a great scope for developing technical standards 
for a variety of NTFPs through such participatory technology development 
methods.16 For sustainable forest resource management to be successful, it is 
important to create space for participation of forest-users in decision-making 
processes and institutions, as is shown in the Bhutan and India case.

Market and value chain approaches
Classic approaches to NTFP enterprise development often start at the village 
level, building capacity of NTFP collectors to understand markets in order to 
improve the profitability of their enterprises.17 While these approaches are often 
successful in enterprise development at the community level, their impact on 
income generation is sometimes limited by difficulties in tapping into large-scale 
end-user markets. Value chain approaches often start from large-scale global 
consumer markets looking for opportunities to buy pro-poor or eco-friendly 
products. These approaches often have difficulties in arranging viable production 
systems of sufficient size and efficiency at the community level.18 The challenge is 
to arrive at an approach that combines the benefits from enterprise development 
at community level with the opportunities of regional and global markets. An 
interesting methodology framework developed recently from NTFP case studies 
in Latin America may prove useful.19  

In addition, the case study from Lao PDR shows that it is important to not only 
study the chain of buyers and sellers, but equally to study the “chain of fees”. 
The lack of an enabling trade policy environment may otherwise risk to be a key 
bottleneck for the development of pro-poor value chains.

Recommendations
Our field experiences and the case studies indicate three key areas for interventions 
to strengthen the poverty alleviation potential and sustainable management of 
NTFPs: 
1. Creating an enabling policy environment 
2. Building capacity to provide supportive services
3. Strategic investments and new payment mechanisms in the NTFP sub-sector

Enabling Policy Environment
As these cases show, government policies play a crucial role in NTFP enterprise 
development and resource management at all levels. The case from Lao PDR 
shows that NTFP producer groups need enabling policies that promote the 
development of successful NTFP enterprises for sweet palm fruits. In the case 
from Thailand, the enterprises received mixed messages when, on the one 
hand, they were supported in terms of capacity building, but on the other hand, 
were restricted from accessing resources, as these were in a protected area. 
Government departments can improve their service delivery through clear conflict 
resolution mechanisms to ensure access to forests and water resources for the 
poor.
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In addition, governments can promote NTFP-based enterprise development 
through more efficient and coordinated systems for registering small businesses 
and collecting taxes. The Lao case, for example, shows the need for a tax system 
that promotes sustainable NTFP harvesting. Governments can also create more 
space for civil society organizations. NGOs and donor agencies can focus their 
support to government agencies through supporting multi-stakeholder processes 
for policy reform.

Service Delivery, Capacity Building
As can be seen from these case studies, many types of business development 
services are needed to support sustainable NTFP enterprise development. These 
range from delivery of inputs, such as seed materials or packaging materials, 
to basic business skills training, land mapping services, micro-finance, etc. 
Many of these services could be delivered on a cost-recovery basis by private 
entrepreneurs, while some are better delivered by state agencies. Private sector, 
NGOs, and donor investors can provide crucial support in the initial development 
of local service providers. Governments can promote the development of local 
service providers.

Strategic Investments and New Payment Mechanisms
The experience presented in these case studies and recommendations from 
various recent NTFP conferences in the Asian region suggest that much more 
investment is needed in the NTFP sub-sector.i Investments are needed to move 
from production of raw materials for the local market, to production of value-
added products for regional markets. Crucial investment in value addition along 
the marketing chain will need to come from the private sector, which can provide 
processing equipment, storage facilities, etc. All investors, including NGO and 
aid donors, can make choices to strategically invest in activities that will enhance 
enabling policies or establish business services provision. There is also a range 
of new payment mechanisms that can be explored, including standards-based 
systems to enhance quality and value of NTFP-based products, such as product 
certification and fair trade schemes. For example, in Lao PDR, SNV and WWF 
have identified the potential for certifying rattan according to Forest Stewardship 
Council (FSC) standards and are currently supporting the implementation of such 
a system by the Department of Forestry in its production forests. 

Overview of Stakeholders and Their Roles
The diagram below provides an overview of how these strategies could relate to 
the main stakeholders in the NTFP sub-sector. The NTFP-value chain is shown 
on the right-hand side (in red), going from the local/village level (below) to the 
international level (on top). NTFPs can be processed either locally, nationally, or in 

i Such as “Managing Forest for Poverty Reduction,” held in Vietnam in 2006 (FAO/SNV/RECOFTC); 
“Cross-Country Exchange Workshop on Non-Timber Forest Products Enterprise Development,” in Lao 
PDR in 2007 (FAO/NFPF/SNV); “Poverty Reduction and Forests: Tenure, Market and Policy Reforms” 
in Thailand in 2007 (RECOFTC/RRI); “The Role of Non-Timber Forest Products in Poverty Alleviation 
and Biodiversity Conservation” in Vietnam in 2007 (IUCN/MARD) and “International Conference on 
Sustainable Development of Non-Timber Forest Products and Services” in China in 2007(ITTO/INBAR/
Chinese Academy of Forest/ICBR/FAO).
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a foreign country, and be sold on the local, national, or export market, processed 
or as raw material. Villagers collect or produce the NTFPs and can do so in a 
sustainable managed forest or at random, as a group or individually. Government 
agencies are shown on the left-hand side. They are involved in setting the legal 
framework and implementing it, setting quota and collecting taxes, regulating 
access to land and resources, giving extension services, and strengthening 
community-based organizations. Depending on the local situation, NGOs and 
other service providers can intervene as facilitators, by supporting government 
organizations and the private sector, or implementing projects directly in the value 
chain or in sustainable resource management.

Conclusions
Practitioners in the NTFP sub-sector have good prospects for alleviating poverty 
on a large scale through NTFP income generation. Yet they face a range of 
challenges, such as how to:

• continue securing access rights of disadvantaged people to NTFP 
resources, decision-making processes, and equitable benefit sharing; 

• promote widespread application of participatory approaches to develop 
sustainable harvesting and forest management practices;
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• scale up successful NTFP enterprises beyond the pilot village level;
• apply multi-stakeholder approaches to promote an enabling and 

supportive policy environment, necessary for NTFP enterprises to 
flourish; and

• build capacity of a range of business development services.

Interesting examples of each of these issues can be found in the five case studies 
presented here. We hope that these cases provide inspiration to practitioners in 
finding their own successful answers to these challenges.
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Sustaining Non-Timber  
Forest Products in Bhutan:

A Case Study on Community-Based Management 
of Cane and Bamboo

By Marianne Meijboom, Dil Maya Rai, and  
Robin aus der Beek

Summary

This paper shares experiences from the management, production, 
and commercialization of handicrafts made of cane and bamboo in 
a remote area of Bhutan called Bjoka. These handicrafts contribute 
to almost 70% of the annual monetary income of the area’s farmers. 
The paper emphasizes the importance of a community-based 
management of these common resources through formation of such 
a community group, sustainable management of the resources, and 
governance of the community group itself. An overview is given of 
the assessment (inventory) process of both products and provides 
lessons on management based on the traditional knowledge of 
the farmers. The case study concludes that bamboo and cane 
are essential for the poorest communities in this remote area. 
The formation of a community group has been essential for the 
sustainable management of the resources and has strengthened 
local people’s bargaining power in price negotiations with traders. It is 
also highlighted that the success of community-based management 
depends on the functioning of the group supported by its bylaws. 

Introduction
Bhutan is a landlocked countryi in the Eastern Himalayas, bordering 
China in the north and India in the three other directions. The total 
land area is about 38,394 km2 with a population of 635,000 people, of 
which about 70% live in rural areas. It is estimated that about 32% of 
the Bhutanese live under the poverty line according to national criteria 
of Nu.740.36ii (equivalent to US$19) per month per capita.1 Only 8% 
of the country is suitable for agricultural production, while 72% is 

i Bhutan is however “land linked” in terms of market access to the booming economies of 
China and India.
ii US$1 is equivalent to Nu 39.1.
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classified as forest land. Bhutan’s policies favor careful management of its natural 
resources. Currently, revised Forest and Nature Conservation Rules (2006)2 form 
the legal basis for the use and management of forest resources, including Non-
Timber Forest Products (NTFPs). According to these rules, local communities 
can have access to and use NTFPs if they have an approved management plan.iii 
Although NTFPs play a crucial role in the livelihood of villagers, particularly in 
the remotest areas of the country, in practice community forestry is still mainly 
focused on the management of timber and only in recent years has involved 
more management of NTFPs. Therefore, a Community-Based Natural Resources 
Management (CBNRM) Projectiv conducts participatory action research to 
develop and mainstream appropriate methodologies for actively involving rural 
communities in the management and commercialization of NTFPs.  This paper 
draws out the key findings of the work within this project.

In principle, the community-based management of NTFPs follows the same stages 
as forming a community forestry management group (CFMG). All households 
with a traditional claim to forest produce are permitted to join the CFMG. The 
process includes the establishment of a facilitation team,v information gathering 
of the local situation, and awareness-raising meetings on CBNRM and current 
legal framework (roles, responsibilities, and procedures) with the district and 
village authorities, as well as with the communities. Only if the community shows 
sincere interest and commitment to form a group is the application letter sent 
to the Department of Forests. After the application is accepted, the villagers 
elect representatives to form a working group responsible for the development 
of a management plan and bylaws,vi supported by the facilitation team. Once 
the management plan and bylaws are drafted, they are shared and discussed 
with the entire CFMG and the local government officials. They are then finalized 
based on the consensus of the community. 

Importance of Cane and Bamboo for Rural Livelihood 
in Bjoka
Most rural areas of Bhutan are located very far from market centers. The people 
living in these areas depend heavily on forest resources, especially NTFPs, 
for their livelihood. The current example refers to experiences from Bjoka,   
situated in a remote area in the southern part of central Bhutan.vii In this area, 
people intensively use cane (Calamus spp.) and bamboo (Neomicrocalamus 
andropogonifolius) to sustain their livelihood. Making handicrafts out of these 
species has been a traditional activity of the local villagers for at least three 
generations. Not surprisingly, nowadays almost all households of Bjoka specialize 
in bamboo and cane crafting to manufacture all sorts of colorful baskets, locally 

iii The procedures to obtain these rights are well described in the Community Forestry Manual for Bhutan.
iv Executed by the Council for Renewable Natural Resources Research of Bhutan (CORRB, Ministry 
of Agriculture), with financial support from the International Development Research Center (IDRC) and 
technical advice from SNV.
v This team is composed by the District Forest Officer, the Village Extension Officer, and representatives 
from the Regional Renewable Natural Resources Research Center.
vi Bylaws refer to group norms and rules related to decision making, fund mobilization, memberships, etc.
vii It takes several days walk to reach the road-head and an additional three days of driving to reach the 
capital Thimphu.
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Box 1: Contents of a Management Plan

known as bangchuks, which account for 66% of their gross monetary household 
income. 

The cash income generated from sale of the products is directly invested in 
purchasing basic livelihood necessities. Other sources of income include the sale 
of cash crops and oranges. Cereals, vegetables, livestock rearing, and other 
NTFPs (ferns, mushrooms, and some medicinal plants) also play a crucial role 
in their livelihoods (used for household consumption).4 Given the importance 
of cane and bamboo for the community, these products have been intensively 
exploited and thus very scarce, particularly cane. Open access without following 
any appropriate management prescriptions and strong competition between 
local villagers have been recognized by the farmers as the underlying causes 
for the depletion of the resources. Therefore, it became imperative to develop a 
sustainable community-based management plan and to hand over the related 
rights and responsibilities from the government to the community.5   

Part One: Resource Management. 
This part provides information about:
• the socio-economic background of the 

village; 
• the legal status for resource 

management and traditional 
management systems; 

• the planning process;
• resource information including product 

prioritization and a demand/need 
assessment; 

• goals and objectives for group 
formation as well as resource 
management;

• location and boundaries (including 
participatory mapping); 

• resource assessment (inventory) 
including methodology, analysis 
of data and information on annual 
harvesting limits, sustainable 
management, and harvesting 
prescriptions; and

• annual plans of operation and a 
chapter on participatory monitoring 
and evaluation.

Part Two: Bylaws. This part refers 
to good governance of the group and 
stipulates the institutional arrangements 
for the CFMG, including:
• the membership arrangements;
• the roles and responsibilities of 

the management committee (e.g. 
chairperson, the vice-chairperson, 
secretary, and accountant); 

• the roles and responsibilities of the 
group members; 

• the benefit sharing procedures; 
• fees, offenses, and penalties; 
• fund mobilization (including provisions 

for the poorest group members); 
• record keeping; 
• conflict resolution;
• provisions for amendment and 

revision of the management plan; and
• support required from service 

providers.
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Community-Based Management of Cane and Bamboo
Following extensive consultations 
within the community, the villagers 
agreed to form a Community Forest 
Management Group. The group 
consists of all 132 households 
scattered over five villages.  The main 
objectives of the CFMG are to:6

• manage forest for sustainable 
supply of bamboo and cane;

• improve bamboo and cane 
resource conditions  through 
protection and planting;

• minimize over-harvesting 
through application of 
regulated harvesting system;

• distribute annual harvest 
equally from different 
collection areas to all 
households; and

• generate better income to households by improving the quality of products 
and the marketing strategy.

While each village has its own collection area for bamboo, they share the same 
collection area for cane. Therefore, the CFMG consists of five sub-groups for the 
management of bamboo and one “umbrella” group for the management of cane. 
The management was designed with a combination of both local knowledge 
and technical skills of forest technicians. While the communities have excellent 
knowledge about the growing pattern of the species and their proper harvesting, 
further technical support is required, particularly for resource assessment and 

Local villager crafting bangchugs 
(Photo credits: Robin aus der Beek)

Figure 1: Map of Bhutan and Location of Bjoka3

Bjoka
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community mobilization.  Traditional timber inventories are not suitable for resource 
assessments of NTFPs because NTFPs encompass species with different life 
forms, seasonality, and distribution patterns; include different parts of plants (e.g. 
leaves, flowers, fruits, seeds, bark, stem, twigs, and roots); and may be difficult 
to detect in the field. Inventory methods needed to be developed separately for 
individual NTFP species to provide a reliable resource assessment.7   

Development of the Sustainable Management Plan for Bamboo
In order to apply a regulated bamboo harvesting system, local villagers carried 
out a resource assessment (inventory). This started with the participatory 
mapping of the area and specification of the boundaries. The area was then 
further stratified according to the forest condition, the abundance of resources, 
and defined management objectives (collection area, plantation area, protection 
area, etc). For the inventory of the bamboo resources, villagers were asked to 
find a number of representative sites in each stratum (sub-block). At these sites, 
several sample plots of 25 m2 were laid out.viii Farmers then counted the number 
of bamboo clumps (grouped stems), the total number of culms (single stems), and 
the bamboo culms that can be harvested annually (one to two years old). Based 
on the information gathered in the field, the total number of clumps, culms, and 
harvestable culms could be calculated and converted into back-loads in order to 
use a measurement unit that is familiar to the local villagers.

The harvestable amount itself does not guarantee sustainable harvesting. 
Guidelines about the harvesting practices are also needed to ensure the 
regeneration of the plant. Thus, the farmers agreed to the implementation of 
management prescriptions based on traditional knowledge, including aspects 
such as harvesting restrictions regarding age and regeneration, collection 
periods and restrictions to certain areas, joint assessment of resources, and 
monitoring. Two or three representatives from each village are appointed by 
the group committee to monitor the collection and ensure that the management 
prescriptions are properly implemented.

Development of the Sustainable Management Plan for Cane
There are two important cane species in Bjoka: Calamus acanthospathus and C. 
latifolius. Both species have a single stem and are well known for their qualities for 
making handicrafts. Unfortunately, both species take about 20 years to mature. 
Once cut, they do not regenerate from the base or rhizome. These characteristics, 
coupled with a high demand, have left these species highly depleted. 

The total management area of cane in Bjoka is about 440 hectares, of which almost 
two thirds were considered suitable for collection based on the inventory. The 
remaining area is protected for natural regeneration. The resource assessment 
started in the same way as for bamboo, including the participatory mapping of 

viii Sample size was 5x5 meters. The number of sample plot depends on the homogeneity/heterogeneity 
of the resource condition. The extremely steep slopes of often more than 45 degrees (100 percent) made 
it impossible to lay out larger sample plots.
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the collection area and the stratification of the area according to the resource 
abundance and management objectives. 

Because of the scattered distribution of plants, the sampling was done with 
transect lines of 15 meters width and variable length, covering as much of the 
forest area as possible.  The width of the transect line was formed by asking the 
farmers to assemble a line and then walk jointly through the forest and record 
all the cane plants they encounter along their way.  For each encountered plant, 
farmers were asked to make an estimation of the age,ix the harvestable length,x 
and the number required of each specific plant in order to complete one head load 
they usually carry. While walking through the forest, one person was assigned 
to measure the distance covered, in order to calculate the total area of the plot 
(equal to 15 meters width multiplied by the distance covered). 

Apart from determining the annual 
harvestable quantities for each 
forest area, the group also agreed 
upon management prescriptions 
in order to ensure sustainable 
management. These included 
group-wide collection, time and 
harvesting restrictions, limitations 
for cattle grazing in regeneration 
areas, etc. The canes in the age 
class of more than 20 years are 
considered harvestable and can 
be harvested in the coming five 
years.

Bylaws
Bylaws are very important for the 
good governance of the group, 
to ensure proper decision-making processes, transparent fund mobilization, 
consideration of gender and equity issues, accountability, etc. The content of 
these bylaws is shown in Box 1. In Bjoka, the annual fee for membership is 
Nu.150, to be paid either in cash or through contribution in equivalent handicraft 
products. Some special provisions are included to support the group’s poorest 
members. The bylaws also include some specific penalties in case the bamboo 
and cane management prescriptions are not applied properly.

So far, people have been adhering to the bylaws because these were developed 
by the local people themselves, resulting in a strong sense of ownership and 
commitment.  Therefore no penalties have been collected so far. Furthermore, 
there is strong social control as well as good leadership of the CFMG committee, 
which further strengthens the implementation of the bylaws. 

ix Classified into five-year intervals, e.g. less than five years, between five and ten years, etc.
x Only for plants older than 20 years of age.

Cane inventory in the field, formation of transect
line of 15 meter width by farmers

(Photo credits: Robin aus der Beek)
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Marketing and Processing
Before forming the CFMG, farmers sold their products individually to a middleman. 
This gave the middleman stronger bargaining power and farmers couldn’t attain 
the prices they expected.  With the group formation, all members have agreed that 
whatever they produce will have to be sold solely through the group itself. This 
is currently forcing the buyers to 
accept the prices as determined 
by the villagers.  

The CFMG established several 
weaving centers, where farmers 
can jointly gather to craft their 
products, learn from each 
other’s techniques, and monitor 
the quality of the products. 
These weaving centers have 
been equipped with a solar 
panel by the CBNRM project to 
generate electric light, so that 
farmers can complete their farm 
work during the day and focus 
on handicraft production in the 
evening. Furthermore, because 
of the group formation, the 
CFMG attained easier access 
to external support both financially as well as in terms of capacity building 
(training and study tours) from government and donors. Farmers were producing 
only a few different sizes of “banchuks” a couple of years earlier, but exposure 
to broader markets taught them to diversify their products. They are currently 
producing almost 20 different types of products.

The total annual income that goes directly to the farmers (buying price at the 
collection center in the village for which farmers sell their products) is about Nu. 
3,475,000 per year. On average, this makes Nu. 26,320 per household, which 
is more than double what they were earning before forming the CFMG. The 
group sells around 60% of their products to the local middleman, 30% at fairs, 
exhibitions, and the middleman in Thimphu, and the remaining 10% to the road 
head.xi  

Major Lessons Learned
Based on the experiences gained through the community-based management of 
NTFP in Bjoka, the following lessons learned are drawn with the aim to support 
similar initiatives in other countries: 

xi The road head refers to the nearest road accessible by car; in the case of Bjoka it takes several days 
walking to reach the road head.

Discussion about bylaws
(Photo credits: Robin aus der Beek)
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Sustainable Management of the Resources  
Sustainable management of the resources has been ensured by forming a 
community group to whom the government has handed over the management 
rights and responsibilities.

• Management prescriptions are best defined by combining traditional 
knowledge of farmers with technical support of extension workers and 
foresters.

• Proper management prescriptions and harvesting guidelines are crucial 
to ensure the sustainable management of resources and are even 
more important than calculating allowed harvesting quantities (annual 
harvesting limit).

• Since each NTFP species has its own ecological characteristics, 
inventory methodologies and resource assessments differ from product 
to product.

• Resource assessments and inventories should be carried out in 
participation with the local farmers. Local people are better in detecting 
the species, and their knowledge of the species is often required for 
better visual estimations of certain plant characteristics, such as the age 
of the species. Furthermore, people will have a better understanding and 
respect the outcomes of the resource assessment if they have been fully 
involved in the process.

• Harvesting regimes must be quantified in units that can be easily 
understood by farmers, e.g. head-loads per acres, instead of tons per 
hectare.

• Species that are being depleted or over-harvested should be collected in 
a group so farmers can monitor each other and ensure that the prescribed 
harvesting guidelines are applied properly.

Organization and Governance
• When discussions on special provisions for the poorer segments of the 

CFMG were brought up while defining the bylaws, community groups were 
willing to define such provisions and to help the poorest members of their 
CFMG. It was found that these discussions created a good opportunity to 
bring up the idea of sharing benefits with the poor.

• Once groups have been formed and the management rights have been 
handed over to the communities, regular visits to follow-up and to provide 
technical support by extension workers and foresters are essential for the 
successful achievement of the defined objectives.

• Bylaws for good governance of the group are as important as resource 
management plans for  successful community-based resource 
management. 

• A well-respected and active management committee is crucial for the 
functioning of the CFMG. 

• The community’s interest, commitment, participation, and feeling of 
ownership play a crucial role in successful functioning of the group and 
the community-based management of the resources.
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Processing and Marketing
• The community group formation helped local people increase their 

bargaining power in price negotiations with traders and increased the 
income for the farmers.

• The formation of a CFMG helped to attract further investments from 
donors and government in the form of financial and technical support for 
further product development.

• The weaving centers with the solar panel are instrumental to increase 
productivity because farmers can work on their farm during the day and 
focus on handicraft production in the evening.

Conclusions
Bamboo and cane play a crucial role in the livelihood 
of the poorest communities in Bjoka as their cash 
income is almost solely derived from these products. 
Because of this, these products have been intensively 
exploited, resulting in acute scarcity, particularly 
of cane. Therefore, it became imperative to hand 
over the related rights and responsibilities from the 
government to the community for the sustainable 
management of these resources. This case study 
shows that the formation of a CFMG improved the 
sustainable management of bamboo and cane, and also strengthened income 
generation through the increased bargaining power in price negotiations with 
traders. The success of community-based NTFP management is related to the 
functioning of the group which depends to a large extent on the formulated bylaws 
and the CFMG management committee as well as the community’s interest, 
commitment, participation, and feeling of ownership.  
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Summary

This paper describes a case study on governance aspects 
of the NTFP sub-sector in the province of Xiengkhouang in 
northern Lao PDR. The study provides insight on the economic 
importance of the NTFP sub-sector in that province. It shows 
how local policies and regulations on trade and enterprise 
development are perceived to be the biggest constraints in the 
growth of the sector. The main recommendations are to: (1) train 
district extension workers in facilitating NTFP group enterprises; 
(2) pilot schemes that would provide tax incentives to producer 
groups who have developed sustainable forest management 
systems; (3) develop simplified “one-stop-shop” systems for 
registering NTFP business and for handling NTFP transportation 
permits; and (4) develop and build the capacity of a market unit at 
the province commerce office who can collect and disseminate 
NTFP market information.

Introduction: Governance and Forest Value 
Chains
Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) provide rich opportunities 
for pro-poor enterprise development. Market or value-chain 
approaches are suitable for linking NTFP producers to market 
opportunities.1 Such approaches consist of analyzing roles and 
options for adding value for all stakeholders along the market 
chain, from initial producers, traders, and factories to end-users. 
An enabling policy environment is a key condition for NTFP value 
chain development. Improving governance in the NTFP sub-sector 
often involve four policy areas:  
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 (a) Tenure rights, secure access to forest resources for the poor
 (b) Rights of producers to organize themselves
 (c) Supportive policies for investment and enterprise development
 (d) Simplified trade regulations and taxes

This paper describes a case study on governance aspects of the NTFP sub-
sector in the province of Xiengkhouang in northern Lao PDR. The study provides 
insight on the economic importance of the NTFP sub-sector in that province. It 
shows how local policies and regulations on trade and enterprise development 
are perceived to be the biggest constraints in the growth of the sector and gives 
recommendations on how to remove these constraints. 

Background of the Case Study
This case study2 was implemented by the Netherlands Development Organisation 
(SNV), for the Governance and Public Administration Reform Project (GPAR) in 
Xiengkhouang Province (see map on next page).i  GPAR is aimed at strengthening 
the capacity of province and district government institutions to contribute to 
poverty reduction and equitable economic growth, especially in the agricultural 
sector. This includes ensuring equitable access to public services, responding 
to citizens’ demands and needs through participatory planning, and transparent 
decision making. 

The project asked SNV to implement a short consultancy mission to identify 
the current status of the NTFP sub-sector and recommend how extension 
practices in that sub-sector could be strengthened. The study was implemented 
October–December 2006, and the methodology consisted mainly of meetings 
with stakeholders, both individually and in groups.

Economic Importance of NTFPs
The economic importance of NTFPs was assessed through five village case 
studies implemented by district agricultural officers and through studying trade 
statistics. At least 50% of all 36,120 families in Xiengkhouang Province collect 
NTFPs regularly. The case studies showed that subsistence use of NTFPs may 
be estimated to amount up to a replacement value of US$200–350 per family per 
year. Cash income from selling NTFPs may be worth US$36 per family per year 
and contributes 30% of total family cash income. In remote districts, NTFPs may 
provide up to 80% of family income.

Based on trade figures from the province forestry office, the total value of trade in 
NTFPs exported from the province was estimated to be around US$1.3 million in 
2005. They are second only to corn, exported to Vietnam (US$3.45 million over 
2006). A great variety of NTFPs are traded (see Box 1). This case study mainly 
focuses on “mak tao,” sweet fruits of a palm, Arenga westerhouttii. Up to 1,000 
tons of this product are exported per year, with a value of US$350,000. This is the 
most important NTFP exported from Xiengkhouang Province.B
ox 1: TypicalXiengkhouang Province

i This project is supported by the United Nations Development Program (UNDP).
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Figure 1: Map of Xiengkhouang Province With Trade Links

Box 1: Typical NTFPs From Xiengkhouang Province

Food Products Medicinal Plants Tree Exudates Fiber Products

1. “mak tao” 
fruits Arenga 
westerhouttii

2. bamboo 
shoots 
various spp. 

3. chestnuts 
Castanopsis 
spp.

4. wild tea, 
Camellia 
sinensis

1. orchid stems 
Dendrobium spp. 

2. cardamom 
Amomum villosum

3. berberine 
Coscinium 
fenestratum 

4. fern roots 
Pteridium 
aquilinum

5. Lao ginseng 
Panax 
vietnamensis 

6. mushrooms “hom 
sam meuang” 
Tricholoma sp.

1. agarwood 
Aquilaria sp. 

2. glue bark 
Boehmeria 
malabarica

3. pine rosin 
Pinus merkusii

4. benzoin Styrax 
tonkinensis

5. “kisi” damar 
resin Shorea 
obtusa

1. broom grass 
Thysanolaema 
maxima

2. big and small 
rattan canes 
Calamus spp.

3. paper 
mulberry bark 
Broussonetia 

papyrifera

Key Issues in the NTFP Sub-sector
Interviews showed that the main problems of village NTFP collectors and traders 
are:

• negative trends in NTFP availability;
• low prices and few options to add value by improving product quality;
• limited access to markets and support services; and
• over-regulation.

These problems are more thoroughly discussed below.
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Negative trends in NTFP availability
Virtually all NTFPs are harvested from wild resources; there is very little 
domestication and no incentive to protect wild resources. As a result, some 
products are rapidly being depleted, others less so. Local harvesters are 
experimenting with innovative forest management systems that could easily be 
scaled up through extension (see Box 2).

Box 2: Local Innovations in Fire Management for  
“Mak Tao” Fruit Production 

Mr. Boua Ya is a trader in “mak tao” palm fruits from 
Ban Nam Song Siang in Khoun district, Xiengkhouang 
Province. One hundred families from five villages sell 
on average two to three tons each to Mr. Boua Ya, 
for US$0.25/kg. This may account up to 30% of their 
annual cash income. All people in this zone belong 
to the Hmong ethnic group. Fruits are sold via other 
traders to Kasi district in Vientiane Province. From 
there, they either go directly to Thailand or to the fruit 
processing factory in Ban Keun.

Mr. Boua Ya has agreed with his neighbors to protect 
a communally owned patch of forest along Nam 
Song Siang stream. There are many big palm trees 
here producing “mak tao” fruits. The main threats 
are forest fires caused by shifting cultivation and 
immature harvesting. Young palm trees are highly 
inflammable in the dry season, while older ones are 
more resistant.

Mr. Boua Ya has protected this “forest garden” for 
three years now through fire management. The forest 
floor is dotted with young seedlings and “tao” palms 
of various ages. It takes five to ten years for the “tao” 
palm to mature. One tree can produce about three 
strings of fruits (60–70 kg), after which the tree dies. 
To have a constant supply of “tao” fruits, there needs 
to be good age distribution so that younger palm trees 
replace the old ones every year.

Mr. Boua Ya can be regarded as a local innovator of 
NTFP resource management. For this management 
system to work, it would seem easier if communally 
owned palm forests were divided into plots with 
individual ownership. Groups of owners can then 
agree on rules to harvest all at the same time to avoid 
immature harvesting. They can also agree on rules 
and fines to avoid forest fires. 

Mr. Boua Ya 

Protected mak tao forest,
Nam Song Siang 

Pressing mak tao fruits  
after cooking 

(Photo credits: Joost Foppes, SNV)
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Box 3: Mr. Po Ou, Orchid Dryer in Kham District

Mr. Po Ou is a buyer and dryer of orchids in 
Kham district. In June 2006 he constructed a 
simple drying oven made of bricks, designed by a 
Chinese trader who buys orchids from him. From 
June to November 2006 (five months), he was 
able to produce 10 tons of dried orchids. Mr. Po 
Ou buys fresh orchid stems for US$0.15–0.20/kg 
and the dried orchid stems go for US$1.20–1.40/
kg. It takes around four tons of fresh stems to 
produce one ton of dried stems. The oven is run 
on firewood, and it takes about six cubic meters 
(m3) of wood to dry one ton of orchids in one 
week. The cost of firewood is US$30/m3.

Buying fresh orchid stems 4 tons:  US$600 
Firewood 6 m3:     US$180
Total costs:    US$780
Selling 1 ton dried orchids:  US$1,200–1,400
Profit:    US$420–620

Mr. Po Ou, orchid dryer in 
Kham district (Photo credits: 

Joost Foppes, SNV)

Low Prices, Few Options to Add Value
The market structure is based on a chain of traders from the village through 
districts and provinces to the larger buyers/exporters in other provinces. Most 
products are exported to Thailand (food products), China (medicinal plants), and 
Vietnam (rattan). Prices of NTFPs at village level are low, as competition between 
buyers is low and transport costs high. Very few people invest in value-adding 
technologies, though some examples were found. In these cases, where local 
businessmen developed drying ovens for mushrooms and corn, value-adding 
technologies were effective in increasing profit (see Box 3).

Limited Access to Markets and Support Services
Various examples were found of how lack of NTFP market information influences 
business (see Box 4). 

Over-regulation
The NTFP trade system is regulated by a complex system of permits and quota. 
Traders have to pay a range of fees and taxes to three government offices: 
Agriculture, Trade, and Finance (see Figure 2). 

Traders complain that the complicated and time-consuming process of quota and 
taxes is the key obstacle to developing the trade. Simplifying procedures could 
take away this obstacle, e.g. a “one-stop-shop” solution (one office where all 
permits are issued and payments received in a short time).
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Box 4: Three Cases of Lack of Market Information on NTFP

Village collectors have very limited access to market information. Typical 
examples were found in the Pak Kae zone of Nonghet district, where roadside 
traders find it difficult to sell glue bark and cardamom. Meanwhile, in the nearby 
province of Oudomxay, these products are exported to China for a very good 
price. Similarly, in Poukoud district, one village could easily produce 20 tons of 
“po sa” paper mulberry bark, but they have not found any buyers. Yet in nearby 
Luang Prabang Province, this product is bought in large quantities for a good 
price. 

A third example is the case of the Chinese mining engineer, Mr. Xheng Hong, 
who identified a big potential for pine resin (“rosin”) tapping in Xiengkhouang. 
Pine resin tapping did occur in the province a very long time ago, but there was 
no market for this product for many years. Mr. Xheng Hong claims that this 
product is an important component in the production of electrical equipment, e.g. 
computer motherboards. He has a buyer in China, registered as a new business 
in Xiengkhouang, and expects to produce 1,000 tons in 2007. This case shows 
how market information can be used to identify new venture opportunities. 

While the official tax rate is about 38%, traders can easily reduce this burden 
by under-reporting volumes. Once a trader has paid quota fees for 10 tons, she 
or he can easily collect 20 or 30 tons without anyone checking. Secondly, most 
trucks transporting NTFPs will be taxed as carrying one ton, but in reality they 
may carry two or three tons. The actual rate of tax paid by traders is perhaps only 
6% of total export value. It is not surprising that traders do not complain about 
the rate of taxation. Their main issue is the time-consuming process of getting 
quota, making it difficult to get loans from the bank on time and slowing down the 
transportation process.

Figure 2: The “Chain of Fees” Paid by Traders for Mak Tao Palm Fruits 
Along the market chain, a total of 940 kip is paid in fees and taxes for each kg 
of produce. That is 38% of the price of the product of 2,500 kip/kg at village level  
(10,000 kip = US$1). 
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Last but not least, the official reason for the government to have special quota 
for forest products is to protect forest resources. In its present form, the quota 
system does not provide any incentive to protect NTFP resources.

In short, the quota system has several disadvantages:
• the complex system of permits is time consuming for traders; 
• the recording of volumes can be easily avoided, resulting in a low tax 

revenue rate to the government; and
• the quota does not have any positive effect on NTFP resource 

management.

How could quota become a more effective instrument in promoting sustainable 
NTFP harvesting? The leading policy document, the Forestry Strategy 2020,3  

prescribes:
• “Villagers are exempt from natural resource taxes and NTFP sale 

is permitted provided that villagers form groups or associations for 
commercial collection and that activities follow management plans 
approved by the District Agriculture and Forestry Office.”

• “Regulations for NTFP production and marketing must balance marketing 
knowledge with resource sustainability. Methods for harvesting level 
setting and marketing, which are scientifically based on resource 
sustainability as well as based on competitive market mechanisms, need 
to be developed.”

Instead of giving quota to traders as a source of tax revenue, province and district 
authorities could provide trade permits directly to villages as an incentive for 
sustainable forest management and NTFP harvesting. The case of Mr. Boua Ya 
above shows the potential of local initiatives to develop sustainable harvesting 
systems.

Lessons and Recommendations
There is a strong demand for NTFPs in the surrounding countries. With better 
management of natural resources, better quality control of products, processing 
to add value, and more efficient marketing, NTFPs could become a sustainable 
source of income for the province. A strong private enterprise sector is the key to 
such a development. The private sector cannot do it all by itself, but will need help 
from the government. The following recommendations are made for government 
action:

Training Extension Officers to Support NTFP Producer Groups 
on Commercialization and Sustainable Resource Management 
Two areas for support training of NTFP village groups are enterprise development 
and participatory resource management. For the first, the government could assist 
in training district commerce and forestry officers to support NTFP village groups 
in analyzing markets, developing viable business plans, and implementing these 
plans. In the area of participatory resource management, forestry officers can be 
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trained to support NTFP village cluster groups in developing sustainable forest 
management rules, participatory land use planning, agro-ecological zoning, etc.

Pilot Schemes on Tax Incentives for Sustainable Harvesting
New systems should be developed and tested to encourage competition and 
increase tax income for the state. The system should be more transparent on the 
use of NTFP tax income, e.g. to improve services delivered to NTFP producers. 
Tax incentives could also be given to clusters of villages, who establish and 
maintain sustainable NTFP harvesting regimes with verifiable sets of rules and 
regulations.

Simplified Permits and Tax Procedures
The key governance issue is over-regulation. Interventions could be focused on 
facilitating better coordination between all departments, simplifying procedures to 
arrive at a “one-stop-shop” situation (where traders can get all permits and pay 
all taxes at one point in one visit without wasting time), improve transparency by 
public dissemination of rules and regulations, etc.  

Set Up a Market Information Unit at Province Level
The Province Industry and Commerce Office should have a market research 
unit to execute market chain studies; collect information on prices, and new 
production and post-harvest technologies; and disseminate market information 
to all interested parties in the province at least once a week.

Conclusions
This case study shows that NTFP value chains are a key source of income 
for the rural people of Xiengkhouang province. Lack of good governance is an 
important issue in the NTFP value chains. Promoting producer organizations and 
incentive policies for sustainable forest management would allow poor village 
groups to have a sustainable income from NTFP production. Simplifying trade 
and enterprise regulations would attract much needed investment in the private 
sector, which would add value and industrial employment to NTFP value chains. 
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Summary

Forest-dependent communities in Andhra Pradesh, particularly 
tribals, rely heavily on returns from selling Non-Timber Forest 
Products (NTFPs) for their sustenance. Though many NTFPs 
collected by the tribals are of high value, the returns they get 
are quite often not commensurate with the efforts they put in, 
despite the fact that there exist several supportive stakeholders, 
such as government and non-government organizations, private 
traders, and other agencies. The Centre for People’s Forestryi  
(CPF) analyzed the specific context for different livelihood 
categories and the different players involved in these options. 
CPF realized that the Forest Department alone or the forest-
dependent people themselves can not satisfy the needs and 
requirements of these communities. The relations between the 
concerned departments and between the different community 
institutions play a major role in the holistic development of 
community forestry institutions and their members. Based on 
these facts, CPF chose NTFP-based livelihoods for in-depth 
study and interventions. This paper illustrates the processes 
followed and lessons learned from two projects implemented by 
CPF through its partner NGOs ASDS and Gramabhyudayaii in 
Andhra Pradesh. It discusses how linkages were strengthened 
between concerned agencies to improve the service delivery 
systems, as well as collective marketing and value addition in 
NTFP trade. 

i Centre for People’s Forestry is a National Level NGO based at Hyderabad , Andhra 
Pradesh working in the forestry sector to uplift forest-dependent /dwelling poor. www.
cpf.in
ii ASDS & Gramabhyudaya are grassroot level NGOs that operate in interior areas of 
Khammam and Visakhapatnam district of AP, working towards poverty alleviation and 
specializing in NRM, health. and women empowerment.
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Introduction 
There are 638 million hectares of forest land in Andhra Pradesh (AP) constituting 
23% of the State’s geographical area. Non-timber forest products (NTFPs) in 
AP are located in the two forest tracts in the north and central-south. Among 
various NTFPs available in the forests of Andhra Pradesh, Beedi (Tendu) leaf 
and bamboo are the most profitable, but in terms of sustaining livelihoods or 
meeting the subsistence needs of forest-dependent poor, NTFPs like gums, 
Adda leaf (Bauhinia vahilli), Myrobolans (unrelated forest fruit bearing trees), 
honey, and tamarind play a very significant role, constituting 40 to 70 percent 
of their income.iii There are several stakeholders in the NTFP trade, such as 
the Forest Department, VELUGU, Girijan Cooperative Corporation, NGOs, and 
private traders. Despite this fact, and the fact that many NTFPs collected by the 
tribals are of high value, the returns they receive are often low compared to their 
efforts. 

Poverty Reduction and Sustainable Livelihood Through 
Community Forestry
Poverty reduction and sustainable livelihood promotion through community 
forestry has been considered in India at various levels (ranging from local to 
national), and both by the government and non-government agencies, for a long 
time now. The forest-dependent/dwelling communities belong to the poorest 
sections of communities and most often do not have considerable land resources.1  
Thus, the forest is seen as the natural resource base that can provide sustainable 
livelihood opportunities, if the resource is managed effectively.

Importance of a Broad Livelihood Approach
Based on CPF’s experiences in the forestry sector for the past 10 years, we have 
realized that sustainability of community forestry involves two components. One 
is the sustainability of the community institution and the other is the sustainability 
of the forest management allotted to the communities. The communities need 
to learn the skills both from the NGOs, on the institutional aspects, and from the 
Forest Department, on the technical aspects of forest management. This shows 
the need for a good working relationship among these key players. 

This relationship in itself, however, is not sufficient to sustain the enthusiasm 
and activity in the long run. Forest-dependent communities are part of larger 
village populations and the stability of their institution and the condition of their 
forests depend at least partly on the nature of relations they maintain with other 
community institutions within and/or around their habitations. There are other 
government agencies dealing with the same forest-dependent communities in 
the context of other programs and/or projects. Since the Forest Department 
alone or the forests by themselves can not satisfy the needs and requirements of 
these communities, the nature of relations between the concerned departments 
and between the different community institutions play a major role in the holistic 

iii This has come up from various activities taken up by CPF in the context of NTFP based livelihood 
enhancement for forest dependent poor.
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development of community forestry institutions and their members. Thus, it is 
equally important to recognize the fact that the forest-dependent/dwelling people 
need to access and avail services from different government (other than FD) 
and other sources in order to ground and sustain any livelihood enhancement 
initiative.

CPF’s objective is to address the livelihood rights of forest-dependent communities 
through sustainable community forestry. In the area of NTFPs, CPF works to 
build the capacities of local NGOs and concerned community representatives on 
collective marketing and value addition, as well as improve the service delivery 
systems in NTFP trade, mainly by establishing linkages among key players that 
are related to communities and their livelihood. Such initiatives are planned 
with a clear exit strategy so that the activity can continue even after the specific 
intervention is over. 

Players in NTFP Trade
The Andhra Pradesh Government began the Girijan Cooperative Corporation 
(GCC) in 1956 to facilitate better sale of NTFPs and protect the tribals from 
being exploited by the private traders, who often purchase the forest/agriculture 
produce at low prices or through a barter system. The GCC was given monopoly 
rights on trade of 33 NTFPs in scheduled areas of the state through an Act in 
1979. The corporation is engaged in the service of two million tribals, spread 
over the tribal belt of the State in nine districts through network offices at various 
levels. Other players in NTFP trade are the Forest Department (FD), the forest 
protection committees formed by the Forest Department, VELUGU (a World Bank 
supported poverty alleviation project), local traders and middlemen besides the 
NTFP collectors and the NGOs associated with them.

As previously mentioned, despite these many players and the high value of 
NTFPs collected, tribals were receiving relatively low returns. CPF initiated a 
participatory action research study2 in 2003, involving tribal NTFP collectors and 
local NGOs as field investigators, to understand the field situation. The study 
findings revealed:  

i) The tribal NTFP collectors were in favor of GCC but were seeking 
change in the attitudes and practices of officials.

ii) There was no coordination between the field functionaries of different 
agencies working on NTFPs.

iii) There was a lack of clarity on the roles each agency was supposed 
to play and what they have been doing. 

iv) There was inadequate understanding among NGOs about the 
problems being faced by tribals, markets, and how government 
agencies operate in NTFP trade. 

v) Middlemen and traders were perceived as the key reason in 
disrupting relations between GCC and Communities. 

The study created a basis for CPF to initiate two projects described below  
(Figure 1).
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1. Improving the Service Delivery by the State 
Corporation 
Centre for People’s Forestry shared these study findings and facilitated 
discussions between communities and government agencies at a multi-
stakeholder consultation that brought together all key players in NTFP trade. 
Participants were NTFP collectors, community-based organizations, NGOs, and 
field and senior officials from the FD, GCC, and VELUGU. Bringing all players 
together cleared existing misconceptions, increased clarity and understanding of 
the actual situation being faced by NTFP collectors, informed of the realities of 
working in isolation, and raised possibilities for collaboration.  

Following the positive outcome of the state-level multi-stakeholder consultation, 
GCC requested CPF to further organize eight regional workshopsiv at GCC 
procurement divisions during October 2003 and February 2004. The workshops 
were designed to clear the misunderstandings between the different stakeholders 
and help in collaborative thinking, so that issues of concern could be raised and 
addressed. Participants in these workshops were local CBOs, NGOs, NTFP 
collectors, and field officials from GCC, FD and VELUGU. 

The problems and issues that came up at these workshops not only reinforced the 
points that came up in the state-level consultation, but also led to consensus on 
needs, such as: improvement of implementation of activities taken up by the state 
corporations or agencies, awareness and capacity building of NTFP collectors, 
mechanisms for regular planning and information exchange between concerned 
agencies and governments, and permission from GCC to other organizationsv to 
sell NTFPs not purchased by GCC.

iv The Forest Department extended financial support for the first six workshops, while GCC sponsored 
the last two.
v These organizations included NTFP collectors’ associations, forest protection committees and their 
federations, and other community-based organizations.

Figure 1: Map of Andhra Pradesh showing presence of project areas.
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Field Pilot in Bhadrachalam
It was agreed by GCC that the implementation deficiencies at the field level 
would be addressed. These deficiencies included unfavorable attitudes of field-
level officials towards tribal NTFP collectors, lack of regular presence at the 
procurement centers as per stipulated timings, and lack of proper weighments 
and payments including correct grading of the produce by the officials (as the 
prices vary based on grading). However, it was felt by CPF and the local NGO 
that it was important to practically monitor the field situation in one particular 
division. The monitoring exercise was carried out between February 2004 and 
May 2005 with an overall objective to enhance the livelihood status of NTFP 
collectors by improving the service delivery system of GCC.

Bhadrachalam forest division was unanimously 
selected by all participating stakeholders to be 
the area for the monitoring exercise as it has 
extensive forest cover, large populations of 
tribals, and one of GCC’s main procurement 
centers. The study area has 167 villages under 
three GCC branch offices in the Bhadrachalam 
division. NTFP collectors of these villages sell 
the produce directly to GCC shandy (local 
marketplace) inspectors in 11 weekly shandies. 
Monitoring was conducted in nine of the eleven 
shandies, CPF took responsibility for overall 
coordination of the project and the local partner 
NGO engaged 11 tribal NTFP collectors (six 
women) to implement the project. These 11 
NTFP collectors were trained as “GCC sales 
facilitators”vi and placed at GCC procurement centers with the approval of the 
Managing Director of GCC. Specific objectives of the monitoring activity carried 
out by the local NGO and the 11 GCC facilitators included: 

• To create awareness among the collectors of all aspects related 
to NTFP collection and trade through both training workshops and 
dissemination of information in the form of handouts and folk art in local 
language.

• To monitor the quality and quantity of NTFPs brought to the procurement 
center by the tribal collectors and the payments made by GCC staff. 
Facilitators to check for exploitative tendency of field functionaries of 
GCC. 

• To promote purchases by GCC, thereby reducing the interference of 
middlemen, through visits by facilitators to villages and interacting with 
villagers.

• To nurture good relations among the GCC field staff, Forest Department 
staff, and the collectors through monthly collective reviews on the status 
of the project and issues it was trying to sort out. 

vi They were trained on various aspects of NTFP trade, including GCC prices, quality of produce, grading 
etc.

GCC sales facilitators (with caps) helping 
the NTFP collectors in the local markets 

(Photo credits: ASDS).
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• To create understanding among the collectors of the need to regenerate 
the NTFP species by CPF and the Forest Department. 

• To rebuild the trust of GCC. The facilitators to assure the tribal 
collectors that their presence at the procurement point would safeguard 
the interest of NTFP collectors, and explain to the people about the 
exploitative practices of the middlemen. 

• Finally, through all the above, to strengthen existing institutional 
structure to maintain effective service delivery. 

Impact of the Field Pilot 
• The compiled data collected by the 11 GCC sales facilitators showed a 

100% increase in the procurement amount (sale price received by all 
NTFP collectors in the division).vii 

• Other stakeholders understand the limitations of GCC and have started 
collaborative efforts instead of spreading negative publicity.  

• The Forest Department has initiated joint action planning in addition to 
extending cooperation to NTFP collectors, NGOs, and GCC staff. 

• Sustainable management and trade of NTFPs have been incorporated 
as a special subject in capacity-building exercises of the Community 
Forest Management Program, by the Forest Department. 

• Information flow and other support services required by the NTFP 
collectors has been continued through the NGOs and/or community 
extension workers (CEW) who are supported by the ongoing Community 
Forestry Management Program. 

2. Initiating Tribal Communities Into the Value Addition 
and Collective Marketing
Bauhinia vahlii, locally called “Add leaf,” is one of the predominant types of 
NTFPs available in the hills of Visakhapatnam forest circleviii of Andhra Pradesh. 
About 50,000 tribal members depend on the collection and sale of this leaf for 
two months—May and June—of each year. About 50,000 women belonging to 
the poorer sections of the adjacent plains make a living for about 200 days a 
year by making leaf plates used for dining. This item is on the monopoly list of 
GCC, but GCC could procure only up to 10% of the leaf produced due to practical 
constraints and financial limitations. Thus, the entry of private traders and misuse 
of power by regulatory functionaries of both FD and GCC created problems for 
both collectors and plate makers.

The Intervention 
CPF took the initiative to study the field situation in depth. It had independent 
discussions with each of the stakeholder groups, as well as multi-stakeholder 
consultations involving all concerned, and formulated a collaborative project with 

vii  This was due to increased prices of some products due to enhanced quality return of NTFP collectors 
to GCC centers and re-entry of some people into NTFP collection. Several people from the tribal 
population have entered into collection of NTFPs after April 2005. These were either new entrants or 
the ones who stopped collection for the past few years, vexed with the middlemen and the attitude 
of officials. This enlistment has greatly contributed not only to their individual income but also to the 
increase in the procurement figure of GCC at division level.
viii Demarcation of forest area by the Forest Department.
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inputs from GCC, the Forest Department, and 
other key secondary stakeholders. 

The project had two objectives: 1) To organize 
the tribal leaf collectors and link them to the 
leaf plate-making groups of the plains and/or 
traders, so the tribal members could sell the raw 
leaves in their villages and the transit permits 
could be issued by GCC for such transactions; 
and 2) To initiate the tribal women into the plate 
making activity and arrange market linkages 
so they would find employment throughout the 
year (by keeping stock of leaf required) and 
derive benefits from value addition. 

CPF took the responsibility of overall coordination of the activity, while the Forest 
Department provided facilitation support to local NGOs and financial support to 
community-level activities such as trainings, raw material procurement/storage, 
and revolving funds. RRCix and nodal NGOs coordinated the field level activities 
and liaised with the field level officials of GCC and FD. Local NGOs facilitated 
the community level activities in 10 villages per NGO, and GCC provided the 
transit permits to the ones who procured raw material from the collectors directly  
(Figure 2).

Figure 2: Roles of Stakeholders and Established Linkages.

ix  RRC is a regional resource center of CPF located at Visakhapatnam district and hosted by CPF’s 
Partner NGOs Gramabhudaya.

Tribals making leaf plates at home (Photo 
credits: Bruslin Mento).
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Impacts
So far, 5,000 tribal women from 300 VSSsx are directly involved in the activity and 
are getting an average of US$15–$25xi per month over the year. Moreover, 2,000 
women and 500 men are also associated with this activity indirectly. The women 
are organized into common enterprise groups (CEGs) and are federated at 
cluster and division levels. The division level federation registered as “Vanajeevini 
Samakhya”xii and the market transactions and dealings with the FD are being 
taken up through these samakhyas. The federation representatives are trained 
to look after the bookkeeping. Local NGOs have withdrawn after facilitating the 
entire process for 18 months. CPF, its Regional Resource Centre (hosted by 
a local partner NGO), and other nodal NGOs are still extending support to the 
federation representatives in various activities, particularly in providing market 
linkages. 

Lessons Learned
• While addressing NTFP-based livelihoods, it is important to understand 

the existing dynamics on individual NTFP product basis. 
• Focus should be on resolving problems of primary stakeholders in order 

to provide higher returns for them. 
• It is not necessary to have an innovative intervention, but it is important 

to find solutions based on an innovative approach. 
• Making use of all existing opportunities, including bringing in traders’ 

networksxiii is essential at times. 
• Regular monitoring of the performance of each of the stakeholders vis-

à-vis agreed roles and responsibilities is important. 
• What the government looks for are workable models or methodologies 

that can be up-scaled. But to develop such workable models, high 
amounts of resources need to be initially invested, which resource 
agencies fail to understand. 

Conclusion
Forest-dependent/dwelling people need to access and avail services from 
different governments (other than the Forest Department) and other sources in 
order to ground and sustain any livelihood enhancement initiative. The nature of 
relations between concerned government departments and between the different 
community institutions play a major role in the development of community forestry 
institutions and their members.

The experiences in this paper indicate that, to provide more gains to the NTFP 
collectors in a sustainable way, it is important to look at the issues in a holistic 
way and develop appropriate interventions where all the concerned stakeholders 

x VSS are forest protection committees formed by the Andhra Pradesh Forest department under the 
World Bank supported Community Forest Management program. The state has over 7,000 such Forest 
Protection committees.
xi The tribals were only collecting raw material and selling it, which is why the income from this NTFP was 
limited to the season of only two to three months. On average, they could earn US$25–$50 per season.  
xii  Federation formed by the Forest Department.
xiii It is important to see traders as potential service providers.



Establishing Linkages Among Stakeholders For Sustainable NTFP-Based Livelihoods in CF

43

participate and play their roles effectively. One of the players (CPF in this case) 
needs to take initiative and act as the key facilitator throughout the process. 
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Summary

This paper examines the influence of an adaptive collaborative 
management approach (ACM) on poor people’s control over, and 
benefits from, a community-based non-timber forest product (NTFP) 
network enterprise in the Eastern Hills of Nepal. The approach 
involved shifts in governance and management, especially regarding 
inclusion of marginalized people and the development of risk and 
uncertainty analysis. The major outcome of the network’s adoption 
of this approach is a redistribution of control over livelihood benefits 
from NTFP resources towards the “poorest of the poor” families in the 
enterprise area. Another notable change is that network members 
shifted from working in relative isolation to building alliances and 
greater interdependence, a change that helped mitigate conflicts 
between them regarding benefit sharing. Significant enterprise 
ownership and decision-making opportunities have been created 
for these poorer households by providing them access to revolving 
funds that enable them to become shareholders in the network 
enterprise. Furthermore, because of the learning-based collective 
action, this network has been able to increase its profit margin from 
sale of processed NTFPs. 

Introduction
Nepal has struggled for centuries to successfully develop its Non-
Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) industry.1,2 To date, despite 
development interventions that focus on increasing production, 
sale, and value addition of NTFPs,3,4 most Community-Based Forest 
Enterprises (CBFEs) continue to be stymied by gaps in essential 
market knowledge, weaknesses in visioning, planning and managing 
uncertainties, as well as by the inadequacy of investment capital and 
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market infrastructures which hinder economic decisions.5,6,7 Within the same NTFP 
value-chain, there are also communication issues which hinder trust between 
involved, or potential partner, institutions.8,9,10,11 Furthermore, the decision making 
in such enterprises is largely dominated by local elite, leaving out the poorer 
groups of forest-dependent people.12,13,14 

To gain insights into these issues, CIFOR and partners New ERA, Forest 
Action, and others engaged in participatory action research on the ”Adaptive 
Collaborative Management (ACM)” approach to community forestry between 
1999 and 2007.i This project was undertaken at the local and meso (i.e. up to the 
district) levels to explore innovative possibilities in local and meso management 
and governance. The goal was to enhance equity and add value to community 
forestry, including CBFEs. The project trained local facilitators to catalyze 
community forestry processes and structures using the Adaptive Collaborative 
Management approach. The key elements of this approach include: multi-
directional communication, equitable access to decision-making and benefits, 
effective conflict management, collective action and inter-institutional linkages, 
and governance and management based in conscious social learning.15,16,17 

In this article, we explore the experiences of ACM used by the Tinjure Hattisar 
Network Enterprise to overcome poor people’s limited access, rights, and benefits 
related to this network enterprise.

Study Area
The study area is located in two Village Development Committee (VDCs)ii areas—
Tamaphok and Madhi Mulkharka—of the Sankhuwasaba district of eastern Nepal 
(Figure 1). It has a considerable proportion of households growing NTFP species 
on their farmlands. Covering an area of 10,426 hectares, agricultural land, and 
forest and shrub lands occupy 29% and 51%, respectively. Of the forest lands, 

i  The first phase of this research project, which was undertaken in collaboration with the Ministry of 
Forests and Soil Conservation and funded by the Asian Development Bank, was completed in 2002.  
The second phase, which was funded by the International Development Research Centre, began in 2004 
and was completed in May 2007.
ii  VDC is a local level political body/unit.

Lokta forest and nursery (Photo credit: Bishnu H. Pandit)



Leveraging Poor People’s Access to Ownership and Benefits of CBFEs

47

almost 20% belongs to community forest handed over to 10 Community Forest 
User Groups (CFUGs). The rest of the lands are pastures and non-agricultural 
lands, such as shifting cultivated lands from where the majority of the people 
collect NTFPs and sell them to markets to meet their household requirements. 
Local people’s livelihoods are subsistence-oriented. The average household 
earning is NPR 17,167,iii of which NTFPs contribute 34%.

The Tinjure Network Enterprise: Its Origin and Its 
Renewal Process
The Tinjure Hattisar NTFP network was established in January 2003 through 
the initiative of the ten local CFUGs,iv The East Foundation (TEF), and the 
DFID-funded Livelihoods Forestry Programme (LFP),v located in two Village 
Development Committee areas of the northeast part of Sankhuwasaba district. 
The main objective for establishing this network was the need for mutual support 
between CFUGs to market their NTFPs and to control outside contractors.vi The 
CFUG members also saw the network as an opportunity to increase access to CF 
services from NGOs and GOs. This network comprises more than 1,346 member 
households and has rights over some 2,000 hectares of community forests. The 
network area is close to Basantapur road-head markets, where most NTFPs of 
Sankhuwasaba and Terathum districts are marketed. 

iii  US$1 is equal to NPR 63.
iv  The CFUGs are Pathivara, Tinjure Hattisar, Kalika, Okhre, Aahaltar, Ahale, Lamalung, Jawale,  Sanu 
Patal, and Siddhi deurali.
v  LFP is a bilateral aid program of UK’s Department for International Development and Government of 
Nepal, Ministry of Forest and Social Conservation.
vi  Outside contractors are those people, usually residing either at the road head or wholesale markets 
in the area of the Terai in Nepal, who do not own the resources but catalyze NTFP resource extraction 
through their link with local people and traders in the Terai and India. They usually hire local people to 
harvest NTFPs from forests.

Figure 1: Map of Nepal Showing Study Site
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In 2004, a joint stakeholders’ meeting was held to reflect on the success and 
challenges facing the network. This meeting investigated why the network was 
not moving towards the achievement of its goals. The reasons for this included: 
the lack of responsiveness to the differing availability of NTFPs in the different 
CFUGs; the fact that the committee was composed largely of the local elite (with 
only one woman involved at the network level); and the lack of a business plan. 

To address these hindrances, the network and its partners and the ACM research 
project started a network renewal process. This process involved an ongoing 
critical reflection by network members about their governance and management, 
led by locally selected facilitators and supported by the research team. Network 
members built facilitation and leadership skills by participating in and leading 
various ACM-related capacity building courses and workshops, including training 
of local facilitators, building business development capacity, and developing 
business plans. Visits to other NTFP companies and cooperatives were also 
arranged.  
 
Leveraging Poor People’s Access to Ownership and 
Benefits of the Enterprise
Through the ”renewal” process described above, the network came to the decision 
that it needed to become far more inclusive of and oriented towards poor people. 
In order to increase leverage of poor people’s control over and benefits from 
the community-based enterprise, the network changed its goals and objectives, 
structures, and processes, briefly described below. 

Refocusing Network Goals and Objectives 
This network was initially created with two fundamental goals in mind: (1) 
marketing NTFPs and (2) increasing collaboration between CFUGs to increase 
mutual support for NTFP marketing. After the ACM approach was implemented, 
the network members changed the network’s goals and objectives of its first 
constitution and network plan. The new overall goal of the network was, “to 
improve livelihoods of CFUG members, particularly the poorest of the poor,vii  
and enhance equity regarding the poor and marginalized groups through social 
learning and enhanced collaboration in community forestry.” The network also 
developed the following objectives: 

• increase the “space” of women and marginalized groups in decision 
making and planning;

• increase the access of poor and marginalized users in trainings and 
sharing workshops; 

• enhance social learning through the support of CFUGs forming toleviii  
committee and meetings; 

vii The ACM facilitators helped each CFUG organize a social well-being ranking and identified fifty 
“poorest of the poor” households. The criteria for selection included factors such as: shortage of food for 
three to six months, illiteracy, poor housing, dependency on community and government forests for forest 
products, etc.
viii Tole committee is formed by representation of members from each of the small village communities 
within one CFUG
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• provide NTFP collection permits to the poorest of the poor in the 
respective CFUGs; and 

• carry out self-monitoring in each CFUG and tole committee. 

Adjusting Network Governance Structure 
The network reconstituted its structure to be more inclusive and action-oriented. 
One innovation was the creation of a general assembly of 50 members—five 
representatives from each of the ten CFUGs. Initially, however, of the fifty members, 
only five were women and only three were ”poorest of the poor” members. Others 
were traders and general members. The General Assembly (GA) then elected 
the Executive Committee (EC) of nine individuals, including three women. 

As the network continued its shared reflections on governance, members realized 
how low the representation of women and poorest members was in the GA, and 
therefore reformed the GA. In the new structure, 22 of the 50 representative 
members were nominated by the ten CFUGs, 12 by local entrepreneurs, 11 by 
the “poorest of the poor” households,ix and five by general members (Table 1). 
Of the total members, 48% (24 out of 50) are women, 22% (11 out of 50) are 
“poorest of the poor,” 25% are traders, and 5% are other general members. This 
is significant not only because this change in membership represents a change in 
poor households’ voice in the assembly, but also because this distribution is tied 
to the distribution of shares in the network. In other words, as described in the 
following sub-section, this also represents a direct change in control and benefits 
for poor and low-caste families in the network.

Table 1: Share Ownership and Membership in General Assembly in 2006

Shareholders
Share 

allocation 
(%)

Members in GA Total share 
holding 

amount (Rs)Male Female Total

1. CFUG 45 13 9 22 450,000.00
2. Local entrepreneurs 25 7 5 12 250,000.00
3. Identified poor & dalitX 20 3 8 11 200,000.00
4. General members 10 3 2 5 100,000.00

Total 100 26 24 50 1,000,000.00

Source: Records of the minute book. 2006x

In this later restructuring, the General Assembly elected 11 individuals, including 
five women, as the network committee. The representation of identified poorest 
households also increased from one to three. Furthermore, the network formed 
four subgroups, or common interest NTFP groups, based on the type of NTFP 
available in their community forests. These inter-CFUG groups are shown in 
Table 2 below.

ix Identified poor households are those households who are deprived of not only in term of economic 
opportunities but also in terms of social and political opportunities.
x  Dalits are a group of people discriminated against on the basis of their caste, and are usually 
vulnerable and poor.
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Table 2:  Common Interest NTFP Groups Within Network

Common interest 
group Use Name of CFUG

1. Lokta (Daphne 
bholua) and Argeli 
(Edgeworthia gardneri) 
group

Handmade paper Tinjure Hattisar, 
Pathivara and Kalika 

2. Allo (Girardiana 
diversifolia) group

Different types of clothes 
(coats, mufflers, bags, 
handkerchiefs)

Lamalung, Aahaltar, 
Sanu Patal, Aahale and  
Okhre

3. Malingo/small 
bamboo (Arundinaria 
intermedia) group

Bamboo handicrafts such 
as baskets, racks, rain 
shields, dust bins, furniture, 
etc.

Lamalung, Tinjure, 
Pathivara, Jaywale

4. Lauth Salla (Taxus 
baccata) and 
other medicinal 
plant including 
Rhododendron

Medicine for different 
purposes such as T. 
Baccata leaves used for 
cancer treatment and S. 
chirayita used for fever

Aahaltar, Sihdhadeurali, 
Tinjure, Pathivara, 
Sanupatal, Aahale, 
Kalika, Jaywale

Source: Pandit et al. 2006

Strategizing for Poor to Have Network Ownership and Benefits 
With its increased reflection on equity, the network developed mechanisms that 
were inclusive and that increased access of the marginalized groups both to 
decision making and to benefits to NTFP resources. After the formation of the 
four NTFP subgroups, each CFUG organized tole-level meetings and assessed 
the availability and supply of commercial NTFP resources in their respective 
forests. In light of the reallocation of members in the GA, as the network became 
a legal enterprise, the network decided to purposefully allocate shares to different 
stakeholders including 50 “poorest of the poor” households. The member CFUGs, 
who are the main suppliers of the raw materials, came to have the largest share 
with 45%. This is followed by the local traders, who bring market skills to run 
the enterprise, with 25%. The “poorest of the poor” group members—who were 
previously the most excluded from community forest decision-making and 
opportunities—now hold 20% of the shares. The general members of the network 
have 10%, and support the enterprise with decision-making and election of the 
committee (Table 2).  

One obstacle to developing ”poorest of the poor” enterprise ownership was these 
members’ lack of financial resources to buy shares. To address this constraint, 
the external support institutions (LFP, a local NGO called NORMs, a non-profit 
private organization called New ERA, and the VDC) created revolving funds (NPR 
200,000) equivalent to 20% of the shares. This fund has allowed the ”poorest of 
the poor” members to invest money in the enterprise. The network charges a 
nominal interest rate (3% per annum) to the revolving funds borrowed by the 
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poor. These households have also been given priority for NTFP collection. The 
network has also trained some of the poorest members of each of the subgroups 
in NTFP collection and processing technologies.  

Increasing Value Addition and Profitability
A second aspect of increasing poor people’s benefits from the CBFE has been 
to increase the profitability of the enterprise through value-added processing. 
In order to achieve this goal, the Tinjure NTFP network enterprise identified 
three NTFPs (Daphne handmade paper, nettle cloth and Rhododendron flower 
juice) with particular potential for value addition. The enterprise produced these 
products in its factory and sold them locally. This activity has increased the 
profitability of all three processed products, with highest profits in lokta handmade 
paper (59%), followed by nettle cloth (27%), 
and rhododendron flower juice (11%). The 
network has been able to make an agreement 
with Himalayan Bio-trade, a national trading 
company located in Kathmandu. The process 
adopted by the network has encouraged all 
network members, including poor households, 
to further invest in the enterprise. 

Analyzing Risks and Uncertainties 
of the Network Enterprise
A further role of the ACM approach in the 
network was to contribute to the network’s 
increased effectiveness and achievement of 
its livelihood goals. This approach helped the 
network identify and address the uncertainties 
and risks that could hinder the network’s 
progress. Prior to their involvement in the 
ACM project, the members of the network 
rarely explored the risks and uncertainties 
inherent in their plans. They did not know 
where, for example, to sell their forest 
products, nor did they know about market 
competition or pricing. As they began to use 
an adaptive collaborative approach, members 
of the network started identifying and dealing with the uncertainties and risks of 
their proposed activities, including analyzing possible solutions. The risks and 
strategies identified by the network are illustrated in brief in Figure 2. 

One of the risks illustrated in Figure 2 was the over harvesting of NTFPs practiced 
in the network CF areas, as multiple contractors from within and outside of the 
CFUG membership are involved in collection and trade. Every year, all accessible 
Daphne bholua, Girardiana diversifolia, and Taxus baccata are harvested without 
regard for the CFUG management plan. It is extremely difficult to control the 
collection by such contractors because they have strong ties with some local 

Nettle fiber cloth making 
(Photo credits: Yam Raya)

Nettle cloth in an international trade 
exhibition (Photo credits: Bishnu H. Pandit)
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Figure 2: Risk and Uncertainty Analysis of Tinjure Network Enterprise

Goal: Improved livelihoods of 
CFUG members, particularly the 
poorest of the poor and enhanced 
equity regarding the poor and 
marginalized groups through 
social learning and enhanced 
collaboration

Risk and uncertainties:
1. Registration of network is a 

complicated process and involves 
the risk of choosing an inappropriate 
type of enterprise

2. The risk of not maintaining a 
regular supply of raw materials for 
the factory

3. Challenges in securing the funds to 
run the enterprise

4. Involving the poor in the NTFP 
enterprise is a great challenge

5. Local traders will compete against  
the enterprise

6. Conflict may arise between 
members in the process of seeking 
employment in the enterprise

7. Risk of market rates decline for the 
NTFP

Why was this network 
established?
To conserve and utilize NTFPs 
found locally; To organize and 
manage collection; To improve 
poor households’ income; To 
develop network; To enhance 
social learning

Solution of the problem:
-  Forming network constitution drafting committee and sending selected members for 

an exposure trip
- Amending Operational Plan of each of the CF by indicating allowable cuts and 

managing nursery
- Collecting shares, creating revolving funds  and selling NTFP seedling grown in the 

nursery
- Identifying poorest of the poor, requesting some agencies for revolving funds and 

providing NTFP collection permits to poor families
- Encourage local traders to be shareholders of the enterprise, facilitate market 

information survey and prepare business plan for each of the NTFP selected for 
sale

- Make advertisement with some criteria for giving jobs to poor and skilled members 
and make explicit rules for giving compensation based on service provided by 
individual members

- Promote multiple products that can be sold locally and put the products in storage 
house and produce quality products

community members, particularly with the local traders. This problem appears to 
be more serious in government forests than in CF areas. A network with diversified 
product marketing was envisioned and planned during the risk and uncertainty 
analysis workshop to avoid market failure (if only one product is promoted). 



Leveraging Poor People’s Access to Ownership and Benefits of CBFEs

53

Outcomes Related to the Network’s Use of an ACM 
Approach 
In this section, we highlight some of the main outcomes that have been emerging 
from the shift in network process and structure towards an adaptive collaborative 
approach. 

More effective communication
The communication among network members—both between individuals 
and between CFUGs—has improved as they implement the communication 
mechanismsxi that they developed during the three-day network workshop.  

Increased participation and representation in decision making  
Prior to ACM, there was low representation of women and marginalized members 
in the network EC. After the ACM approach, women and marginalized members’ 
representation increased substantially.  Currently, almost half of both EC and GA 
are women. Also, more than 20% of the poorest members are included in the EC 
and GA. 

Increased equity in access to resource related opportunities and 
benefits 
In the network enterprise, the ”poorest of the poor” have been given priority to 
work in their respective community forests for NTFP collection. Of the 50 poorest 
of the households, almost all are engaged in different NTFP collection. Of the total 
shares of the network enterprise, the “poorest of the poor” users are allocated 
20%. 

Increasing access to livelihood benefits 
The livelihood benefits of users in the network have been increasing in a number 
of ways. Employment opportunities offered to the “poorest of the poor” families 
have been particularly important. These poorest households have been given 
priority to collect NTFPs from their respective CF as wage laborers for the network 
enterprise. The increased profitability of NTFPs due to value-added processing 
has also contributed to poor people’s livelihood. 

Increased collaborative action of network members and other 
stakeholders
Through an increased awareness of the need for strategic linkages within the 
network and with others, the network has increased its collaborative efforts, such 
as a joint renovation of a foot trail from the network site to road-head markets and 
participation in an international trade exhibition held in Kathmandu in May 2007.  

xi    Ten CFUGs nominate 50 assembly members, who then elect 11 members for the Executive 
Committee (at least one from one CFUG). The EC member of the respective CFUG is responsible for 
communicating between the network and the CFUG. In this way, the information flow is maintained.
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Emerging Lessons and Insights From the Case
• The use of an adaptive collaborative approach by a network 

enterprise—based on a public-private partnership model (i.e. 
partnership among CFUGs, local traders, general users of CFUGs, 
and the “poorest of the poor” households)—may generate innovative 
opportunities for leveraging poor people’s control over and benefits 
from community-based NTFP enterprises. However, conditions 
such as investment capital and business skill that favor effective 
commercialization of pro-poor focused NTFP enterprises have not 
been fully met. This needs full attention by development practitioners. 
Furthermore, as pointed out by Pandit et al. (2006), the risks and 
challenges may be high because this model is a new one with plenty of 
uncertainties.    

• Involving the “poorest of the poor” households in the enterprise 
development is challenging because these households do not have 
the funds to invest (buy shares) in the enterprise, usually lack business 
skills, and may be marginalized from mainstream community initiatives 
because of socio-cultural biases. 

• Investment in community-based NTFP enterprises could be a good 
entry point for supporting poor people’s capacity development and their 
better access and rights to forest resources. However, our experiences 
show that if other alternative businesses exist, people often choose 
these activities over NTFPs. 

• Almost a year was spent to motivate all stakeholders to increase 
representation of poor and women in the network structure (EC and 
GA). Several planning and reflection meetings were held to bring this 
change. This may indicate the timeframe and active process needed to 
change mindsets and governance structure.

• The development of an NTFP enterprise needs a sufficiently attractive 
market, knowledge/understanding of that market, product value, secure 
land/resource tenure, effective financial and management systems (for 
business governance), production with quantity and quality assurance, 
and trust among partners.  

• Building trust among members of the network is a challenging task.  For 
the most part, traders in the case study sites have initially been hesitant 
to support the network enterprise, and so the network members and 
facilitators have tried to address their concerns through active dialogue.  
Motivated by the discussions, traders have joined in the network 
enterprise, purchasing 25% of the shares. 

• Over-harvesting of NTFPs is still a problem in the CF network areas.   

Conclusion
There are several recognized prerequisites for NTFP business enterprises 
to run smoothly, such as size and accessibility of markets, and availability of 
alternative employment opportunities. Yet, even with these known prerequisites 
in place, community-based NTFP enterprises struggle as they face challenges 
such as inadequate market information, risks of unsustainable product supply, 
and imbalances in the internal power and benefits structure. An adaptive 
collaborative management approach—with its active local facilitation to help 
create shared reflection, dialogue and consideration of uncertainty and risk—
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can play a role helping NTFP network enterprises meet these challenges. As 
well as encouraging greater resilience through promoting linkages and through 
identifying and addressing risks, an adaptive and collaborative approach can help 
enterprises break down the typical patterns of exclusion of the poor, women, and 
low-caste people. More specifically, it can contribute to increasing the control of 
marginalized people over decision making about, and benefits from, forest-based 
livelihood initiatives. 
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Weaving Livelihoods:
A Case Study on Thailand’s  

Lan Palm Weaving Enterprise 

By Duncan McLeod and Somjai Srimongkontip

Summary

A big push in Thailand to promote a “self-sufficient economy” 
has seen the emergence of numerous small enterprises 
in recent years. These enterprises are providing livelihood 
options for many people in local communities. This paper 
discusses outcomes from interviews with members of two 
Lan Palm weaving enterprises, national park staff, and local 
government officials in Central Thailand’s Prachinburi District. 
The enterprises are important contributors to both the local 
economy and member livelihoods, but to increase enterprise 
benefits, more support is needed to strengthen enterprise 
management, decision making, and marketing. Additionally, 
wider issues about sustainability and NTFP policy should 
receive more attention.

Lan Palm Production in Ban Tab Lan Village
A few times a week, a middle-aged woman in Ban Tab Lan village 
wakes up early, hooks a wooden cart to her old motorbike, and 
heads off down the dirt road towards the forest-covered hills of 
Tab Lan National Park. For half an hour, the bike passes by lush 
fields of cassava, rice, and grazing cattle. When she reaches 
the forest fringe, she parks the bike and makes her way through 
the dense undergrowth into the forest. She spends the next few 
hours searching out Lan palm trees and, upon finding a suitable 
specimen, cuts off a shoot a few meters long and as thick as a 
man’s arm. Around lunchtime, and with five or six shoots in her 
cart, she makes her way back to the village. There, she drops 
her load off at Montha Raddeepiew’s house, has lunch, and 
heads back to the forest.
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The Raddeepiew property is on the outskirts of 
Ban Tab Lan village in Central Thailand. Next to 
the main house and under a thatched roof shelter 
sit four women, whose hands deftly weave colorful 
strips of palm leaf while they chat. Bundles of palm 
leaf strips lie around in various sizes, colors, and 
stages of treatment. This is home to the Ban Tab 
Lan Handicraft Group, which produces and sells 
hand-woven palm leaf products.

The Weaving Process
Montha Raddeepiew takes a fresh palm shoot, 
opens the tapered top, and begins peeling off the 
thin, tightly packed leaves. She gets up to 100 palm 
leaves from one shoot, all of which she spreads out 
over the wooden drying rack for three days. She 
strips the leaves to different sizes, then bleaches 
and dyes them before the weavers take over. 
Children often help their mothers with the weaving 
during their spare time or on the weekends, and 
this enables the knowledge of weaving process to 

be naturally transferred to the next generation. Finally, a lacquer is applied, which 
protects the woven palm and adds an attractive sheen. 

Enterprise History
Montha is the head of the Ban Tab Lan Handicraft Group, which was founded by 
her mother Pin in 1981. That year, a Department of Agriculture Extension Officer 
took Pin on a study tour to Ayutthaya Province to see established palm leaf weaving 
enterprises. Shortly after her return, Pin began weaving farmer hats and document 
holders. After working with an officer from the Industry Promotion Department, she 
helped train nine other women in weaving and started making more popular and 
complex designs such as sun hats for both men and women. Now, about twenty-
five years later, there are approximately 60 people from the Ban Tab Lan village 
involved in the enterprise, including some 15 full-time weavers.  

Income Generation From Lan Products
The range of products has increased considerably over the years and now includes 
a vast and colorful array of hats, bags, tissue boxes, and purses. The simple and 
elegant ladies’ hats are the most popular, especially for tourists, with up to 400 of 
these being ordered every week. These hats sell for around THB200i apiece while 
a cowboy style hat commands THB350. Bags range from THB250–800; the more 
expensive designs not only involve intricate weaving, but also include wooden 
handles and sewn-in linings. At the lower end of the scale, a simple tissue box 
costs around THB70.

i  At the time of writing, THB1 = US$0.32

Figure 1:  
Map of Thailand Showing 

Prachinburi District
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Lan Palm Tree and Cassava 
(Photo credits: Duncan 

McLeod)
 
• Three species of Lan exist.
• Corypha lecomtei Becc 

is used for weaving and 
traditionally, for fans and 
roofing 

• Native to Thailand.
• Lives up to around 80 

years.
• Flowers July–August, fruit 

September–June.
• Fruit seeds are edible.
• Mature trees grow around 

four shoots a year.
• Easy to weave and 

creates long-lasting 
product.

Box 1: The Lan Palm Tree

Around 70% of these handicrafts are sold through 
traders and end up in places such as Bangkok’s 
Chatuchak weekend market, Thai shopping 
malls, and even markets as far away as Europe. 
The remaining 30% of products are sold directly 
to the consumer, mostly via local tourist resorts 
and trade fairs. Montha says she aims to make 
around a 30% profit margin on each product, but 
even so, the income generated is not large.

The weavers earn around THB4,000–6,000 per 
month, comparable to the pay from factories 
which, alongside farming, are the main sources 
of employment in the province. For the part-time 
workers, the enterprise provides supplementary 
income and the flexible hours allow them to take 
care of their family and farm duties. This flexibility 
is of great appeal, as is the social nature of 
weaving, where the women often sit together with 
their children nearby. Palm shoot gathering is a 
more solitary task and pays less. The gatherers 
receive THB15–20 for each shoot and usually 
gather around 8–10 of these a day over two trips 
to the forest.

Enterprise Structure 
In early 2007, the weaving business registered as a 
small-medium enterprise (SME) under Thailand’s 
well-known One Tambon One Product (OTOP) 
scheme (see Box 2). Previously, it was registered 
under the other OTOP category as a community-
based enterpriseii. Both categories enable 
enterprises to receive a range of support from 
various government agencies. For the Ban Tab 
Lan weaving business, this support has included 
low-interest loans from government agencies, 
sewing machines and other tools, study tours, 
and training on product development, exporting, 

and business management. Community-based enterprises have easier access 
to low-interest loans and production equipment than do SMEs, but are subject 
to explicit guidelines on how the business should be structured. Benefit-sharing 
and decision-making powers in a community-based enterprise need to be clearly 
developed by the business in accordance to OTOP guidelines. 

ii  Under OTOP, the lead agency for community-based enterprises is the Community Development 
Department and for SMEs, the Industrial Promotion Department.
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Box 2: One Tambon One 
Product (OTOP)

Lan products (Photo credits: 
Duncan McLeod)

• Aims to work with every 
Tambon (Tambon is 
a local government 
unit, with around 6525 
Tambons in Thailand).

• Aims to strengthen the 
”grassroots” economy to 
improve local livelihoods.

• Government led and 
supported (involves 16 
agencies).

• Encourages the use 
of local wisdom/labor 
to produce distinctive, 
environmentally friendly 
products.

• Aids the development 
of strong occupational 
group networks and 
helps build local 
capacity.

• Rates products from its 
registered enterprises  
(1-5 stars) on quality, 
and uses this for 
marketing.

• More information: http://
www.thaitambon.com/
English/AboutTTB.htm

Montha says the reason she changed to a SME was to avoid 
issues which commonly face community-based enterprises. 
She mentioned potential management difficulties, in 
particularly with assigning roles, and decision making, 
which can be slow due to numerous people having input. 
Additionally, investing her personal capital in the SME would 
enable the business to be up-scaled, develop more quickly, 
and become increasingly competitive and profitable. 

Decision Making
It is difficult for community-based enterprises to achieve 
effective participatory decision-making. Based on the 
authors’ experience, the reality is that many community-
based enterprises rely heavily on a small core group 
of members to make enterprise decisions. These key 
people—in roles such as chairperson, vice-chairperson, 
and secretary—are usually those who have the most 
capacity to run a business. Regular members often have 
very little knowledge of marketing, planning, accounting, 
and so forth. The weavers at Ban Tab Lan are well aware of 
their limited capacity. According to weavers of the Ban Tab 
Lan Handicraft Group, they believe that being involved in 
decision making is of little importance. To them, their primary 
stake in the enterprise is to receive consistent work and a 
fair rate of payiii.  In fact, these members were unaware of 
both the recent status change and the difference between 
community-based enterprises and SMEs. However, if an 
enterprise is officially registered as community-based, 
and receives public support, then it is important for some 
of this support to help ensure that all members clearly 
understand their rights, roles, and responsibilities. With this 
understanding, members will be able to make an active 
contribution to the business.

Management 
Though key people often control decision making in such 
enterprises, and have relatively high capacity in comparison 
to other members, this does not necessarily ensure effective 
management. Down the road from Ban Tab Lan village, 
another palm weaving enterprise has faced management 
and governance issues. Here, the community-based Ban 
Wang Khon Dang Women’s Group has suffered significant 
internal conflict in recent years. Poor financial transparency 
largely contributed to a lack of trust in the current chairperson, 
who took over in 2002. As a result, nearly half the members 

iii Incidentally, one worker who prepares palms for weaving said she had not received a pay increase in 
her twenty years with the group despite increasing costs of bleaching materials and general inflation.
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have left the group to become independent weavers.iv This current chairperson 
realizes that support is needed to help stabilize her management and make it 
more effective. Areas she highlights as most important involve capacity building, 
especially on improving group management skills, financial transparency, and 
bookkeeping. 

In order to take some measures to improve the management of her business, 
Montha of Ban Tab Lan Weaving Enterprise joined a project organized by the 
Department of Industrial Promotion in mid-2007.v The project provides training 
and guidelines for establishing standards of business practices including work-
plans, bookkeeping, balance sheets, minutes of meetings, stock-taking, storage 
and building facilities, etc. 

Marketing Constraints
Other challenges face both weaving enterprises. Despite the success of some 
government assistance, an inability to expand markets and maximize value 
addition on woven material is constraining both enterprises. Of government 
marketing support mechanisms for the two enterprises, most successful has 
been the OTOP trade fairs, both regional and national. These trade fairs are 
well known and highly visible in Thailand and are the main way in which the 
enterprises have exposure to traders, retailers, and the general public. Other 
government support includes marketing seminars on product development and 
exporting, and the development of an enterprise brand label. However, at least 
from the experience of these two enterprises, neither the branding nor seminars 
have had much of an impact.

Both businesses have been unable to use their brands effectively, which in turn 
has impacted their ability to maximize profit and expand their market base. This 
situation is largely due to the enterprises relying heavily on traders and shops 
to sell their products. The demand from many shops and traders requires non-
branded, unadorned items, which allows the end seller to add the extras, including 
their own brand, and command a higher sale price. Value-adding benefits thus 
bypass the local producers.

Likewise, the enterprise chairpersons said they are finding it difficult to effectively 
enter new markets despite the marketing seminars, and it is apparent the two 
weaving groups continue to lack internal marketing expertise. Both enterprise 
chairpersons realize it is important that their marketing capacity is increased, 
especially considering the growing competition for similar products from 
neighboring countries such as Vietnam, Lao PDR, and Cambodia.

iv Despite these ructions, the weaving enterprise has continued and remains community-based, largely 
due to the perception that the support from various government agencies is worthwhile. Moreover, there 
is still a working relationship with the former members who supply the group with woven products when 
orders require extra help.
v  Project to Build Capacity of Entrepreneurs to Meet Standards for Community-Based Enterprise 
Management (translation), run by the Department of Industrial Promotion and the University of 
Chulalongkorn.  
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To maximize marketing opportunities, successfully brand, and add value to the 
palm products, a level of capacity is required that is currently beyond these 
small-scale enterprises. Effective marketing strategies that bring out the potential 
marketing strengths—in this case, the environmental, livelihood, and cultural 
positives—require further external agency support, likely for the long-term. Without 
help, small-scale enterprises will only reach a certain point before stagnating. 
Palm weaving and similar small enterprises do have some marketing strengths, 
in that they produce natural products that can benefit local livelihoods and have 
cultural charm. Buying products such as these often appeals to consumers, who 
may see their purchase as both socially and environmentally responsible.

One possible avenue is a SME mentoring scheme. By having a mentor involved 
for a significant period of time, that resource person can develop a good 
understanding of the context in which the enterprise is operating, and as a result, 
can offer tailored advice. This could be effective in enabling the enterprise to 
eventually have the capacity within to successfully ”go it alone.”vi 

Sustainability of Lan Harvesting
A long-term issue for both enterprises involves the sourcing of the palm shoots. 
Though there are no figures, both national park staff and the weaving enterprises 
admit that much of the raw material is collected from forested areas within Tab 
Lan National Park.vii

 
Protected Area NTFP Policy and Community Livelihoods
Under Thai law, the gathering of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) from 
protected areas (PAs) is prohibited, making the gathering of palm shoots from 
Tab Lan an illegal activity. This causes conflict between local people involved in 
the enterprises and the government, most notably national park management 
whose role is to enforce PA laws. Local people are aware that collecting the 
palm shoots from the forest may entail a fine or at the very least a warning. 
They are thus wary of national park staff and are covert in their sourcing of palm 
shoots. 

It is a difficult situation to resolve as the ”on-the-ground” realities are not effectively 
addressed by the government’s NTFP policy. On one hand, government agencies  
and policy are supporting the development of local enterprises, some of which 
rely on NTFPs; yet on the other hand, forestry laws prohibit the gathering of 
these NTFPs, regardless of their sustainability. Compounding this issue is local 
people’s long tradition of NTFP use in Thailand.viii It is no surprise that laws which 
threaten local communities’ ability to maintain traditional access rights are not 
viewed favorably by locals. 

vi Such mentoring schemes exist in New Zealand and other countries. The concept is to build capacity 
by using the skills of successful entrepreneurs who have experience in running small businesses. These 
entrepreneurs work on a voluntary basis to give ongoing mentoring support to one business. This would 
not only be for marketing but for all aspects of the business from product development to management.  
For further information, see: http://www.businessmentor.org.nz/clients/how_it_works.php.
vii Much of the palm leaf is legally sourced from farmland that lies within the park boundary.  
viii   For example, palm leaves were traditionally used for writing Buddhist scriptures and for making fans.
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Locals involved in the weaving enterprise point out that the palm weaving 
industry is important for their livelihoods, and it is clear that they will continue to 
gather shoots despite the law. Their traditional knowledge reasons that if shoot 
gathering is done correctly and wisely, their activities will not threaten the palm 
trees they harvest from. The national park view is somewhat different, with mixed 
messages coming out on the sustainability of the activity. As is to be expected, 
the park superintendent officially endorses the government policy that gathering 
NTFPs should not occur, especially for commercial purposes. However, the chief 
of the Tambon Administrative Organization (TAO) indicated the interpretation of 
these laws has varied between the different park superintendents over the years. 
He indicated that this has had a direct bearing on the degree of conflict between 
local gatherers and the park.

Though enforcing laws banning the gathering of NTFPs may be part of the national 
park’s mandate, achieving this is easier said than done. Effectively patrolling the 
forest requires significant resources and a strong will to confront and punish local 
people with whom the park staff may have a close social relationship. Additionally, 
maintaining a good relationship with the local community is important to achieve 
conservation goals. 

Emerging Collaboration Between Locals and Park Staff
Despite differing views over the gathering of palm shoots from the Tab Lan 
National Park, locals and the park staff have collaborated to implement a Lan 
palm planting project. This project was initiated by the TAO chief, who thought 
it would raise awareness of the importance of Lan for income generation and 
the need to ensure its sustainability. In addition, he saw it as a good way to 
ensure positive relations between the park and locals. Members of Montha’s 
group have been involved, saying one reason was to protect their image as an 
environmentally responsible business. It is apparent that all stakeholders share a 
common interest to ensure the Lan species thrives in the forest. 

Lack of Research
Apart from legal issues, a contributing problem is the lack of research on the 
palm, particularly on the effects of harvesting shoots and on its potential to be 
sustainable. One park staff ranger expressed the personal view that if research 
could prove that controlled gathering of the shoots was sustainable, then 
allowing monitored harvesting would help solve illegal cutting in the long-term. 

Lessons Learned 
Management 
Small enterprises such as the two weaving groups need to build their management 
capability. Fundamentally, much of the success of such enterprises depends on a 
few key people with the initiative and capacity to organize and run the business. 
Even then, external agency assistance and capacity building are still necessary to 
assist these key people. A long-term mentoring scheme may be a more effective 
capacity building initiative than short-term training programs and seminars.
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Roles, Rights, and Responsibilities 
As all members of community-based enterprises have ownership, it is important 
that some support be given to make sure that all the members have an adequate 
understanding of what being community-based entails, and of their rights, roles, 
and responsibilities under this framework. 

Marketing 
As is the case for most small-scale enterprises, the challenges involved 
in marketing and value-adding are difficult to successfully overcome. Both 
enterprises rely heavily on government support for providing marketing channels 
such as trade fairs, websites, and meetings with trading brokers. Group members 
of the enterprises so far have struggled to find new markets and value adding 
strategies themselves. To do so more effectively requires the ongoing support of 
external agencies to build the marketing capacity within the enterprises. Again, a 
mentoring scheme may be of great use. 

Sustainability 
As palm shoots are a natural resource product, harvesting needs to be sustainable. 
Without relevant research on the effects of harvesting, and in the absence of 
policies that adequately address on-the-ground realities, ensuring the Lan’s 
sustainability is not possible. Research which supports the traditional knowledge 
assertion on the sustainable harvesting of Lan shoots may contribute to improving 
national policies regarding the sustainable utilization and management of NTFPs 
in protected areas.

Conclusion
Palm leaf weaving has been a useful contributor to the livelihoods of many local 
people in the Ban Tab Lan and Ban Wang Khon Dang villages. It is clear that 
palm weaving is an important livelihood strategy. If issues over sustainability 
and legality are resolved, and marketing and management capacity building are 
emphasized, the enterprises will provide a long-term and significant source of 
income for many families in the two villages.
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