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SUMMARY

Decentralization of forest management has become
a common policy globally which has allowed
communities to regain rights removed through
colonization and central state management of forests.
However, socioeconomic and environmental outcomes
of such community-based forest management schemes
have been mixed. Studies have shown the importance
of institutions in influencing the success of these
new governance arrangements. Based on an extens-
ive literature review supplemented by qualitative
research, using focus groups and semi-structured
interviews, conducted in nine villages in the humid
forest zone comprising three community forests, this
research investigated the successes and challenges
from decentralization of forest management in
Cameroon. A key constraint on success was the
inappropriate institutional structure at the local level
with responsibility to manage community forests.
Community forest management committees with
no internally recognized legitimacy and dominated
by local elites had replaced roles once played by
traditional authorities. Qualitative research showed
that in the humid forest zone of Cameroon, the
system of accountability for forest resources, prior
to the enactment of community forest legislation,
included those with historical traditional cultural
authority, in the form of clan or lineage heads,
as well as the village chief, a legacy of colonial
power. Village chiefs or other members of the village
council are also selected on the basis of their good
moral character. Community forest management
committees that are a hybrid of customary authorities
and other representatives of the population chosen
following the criteria for local legitimacy may capture
the best of historical social regulation and build
on it so that the local committee may be seen as
being accountable to the local population. Since such
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hybrid institutions are not without their risks, it is
important that these institutions be accountable to
a local democratic government to further increase
their transparency and accountability. Models of
community-based natural resource management that
incorporate culturally appropriate requirements of
legitimacy and accountability in crafting local
institutions may have more success in accomplishing
both socioeconomic and environmental goals.

Keywords: Africa, Cameroon, community forests, decentral-
ization, traditional authorities

INTRODUCTION

Centralized management by the state was the norm in natural
resource management for the latter part of the nineteenth and
most of the twentieth century in many countries. However,
during the 1980s, a confluence of pressures began to encourage
governments to devolve natural resource management to local
institutions located inside and outside of government. By
the end of the 1990s, more than 80% of all developing
countries and countries with economies in transition were
experimenting with some form of decentralization (Gregerson
et al. 2005). While such policies have been developed for
most natural resources, the most far reaching have been in
management of the world’s forests (Edmunds et al. 2003;
Agrawal et al. 2008). It is estimated that community-owned
and administered forest in developing countries totals at least
377 million hectares, or c. 22% of all forests (White & Martin
2002; World Bank 2008).

The most common influence in this change in forest
governance is considered to be the desire on the part of
overextended central bureaucracies to reduce costs (Edmunds
et al. 2003; Colfer 2005; Larson 2005; Lemos & Agrawal 2006).
This coincided with pressure from bilateral, multilateral and
private donors for better forest governance, as well as local
communities’ vehement demands for greater recognition of
their need for forest products and their role in managing
local forests (Agrawal et al. 2008; Larson 2005). There
was also pressure to right the wrong of exclusion of local
people from access to forest resources as a result of a state
emphasis on commercial logging (Edmunds et al. 2003;
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Larson 2005). Environmentalists emphasized that local people
living close to forests had local knowledge and cultural
connections that would enable them to be more effective in
resource management. Additionally, the intellectual grounds
for a shift toward co-management, community-based natural
resource management (CBNRM) and environmental policy
decentralizations was provided by extensive research in the
area of common property, which emphasized the capacity of
communities to manage resources (Ostrom 1990; Lemos &
Agrawal 2006).

Proponents of community forestry viewed it as a mechanism
to address both environmental and socioeconomic goals,
having the potential to improve livelihoods while resulting
in positive ecological outcomes (Brown et al. 2002a; Ribot
2002). In their meta-analysis of 69 case studies of community
forestry from around the world, Pagdee et al. (2006) defined
success in terms of outcomes of ecological sustainability, social
equity and economic efficiency. That is to say that community
forestry has the potential to improve forest management,
enhance equitable sharing of management responsibilities
and benefits, and thereby reduce poverty. However, as with
other CBNRM schemes, its success in achieving multiple
goals has been questioned (Kellert et al. 2000; Edmunds
& Wollenberg 2003; Blaikie 2006; Sunderlin 2006; Larson
& Ribot 2007; Tacconi 2007). While acknowledging the
multiple implementation problems, Ribot and Oyono (2005)
questioned whether or not true transfer of real authority to
local institutions had actually taken place in natural resource
management.

Five factors have been identified as being of critical
importance to successful community forest management:
property rights regimes; institutions; incentives and interests;
financial and human resource support; and physical features
of the forests themselves (Pagdee et al. 2006). Ostrom (1999)
identified key characteristics of both forest and resource
users that were important for success in managing commons
resources, without which sustainable management of forest
resources is unlikely. Campbell et al. (2003) cited weak
local institutions, lack of an enabling policy environment,
household strategies of the poor with few alternatives but
to exploit woodlands unsustainably and the characteristics of
the resources themselves as limiting factors in management of
common forest resources in Zimbabwe.

Since one of the factors critical in successful community-
based management is institutions, with this research we
explored the importance of the establishment of appropriate
local institutions to the success of community forestry
management. Using Cameroon as a case study, we describe
the outcomes of decentralization of forest management
in Cameroon in relation to the institutional structure of
community forests. Furthermore, the basis upon which
local institutions for forest management gain legitimacy
was investigated. This case study provides insight into the
development of models of CBNRM and suggests that those
which incorporate culturally appropriate requirements of
legitimacy and accountability in crafting local institutions
may have a better chance of success in accomplishing both

socioeconomic and environmental goals than those that
do not.

First, we outline the history of forest management in
Cameroon, including the legalization of community forests.
The study area and research methodologies are described
which included both an extensive literature review of studies
of community forest management structure and outcomes in
Cameroon and field research. Results of analysis of successes
and challenges in decentralization of forest management in
Cameroon are presented. Qualitative field research results
revealed the customary criteria for local legitimacy particularly
for endowing authority over forest resources at the community
level. We end with a discussion of alternative institutional
arrangements for structuring community forests that may
result in greater success.

Forest management in Cameroon

In the humid forest zone of Cameroon prior to colonization,
management of the forest can be characterized as
predominantly ‘clanic ownership’. Semi-nomadism was the
principal way of life for Bantu forest peoples. When they
settled in a particular area, these ethnic-territorial groups
confirmed their collective rights of first occupancy by putting
it into productive use (Diaw 1997; Etoungou 2003) Their
view of the forest was integrative rather than specialized
as the forest, as well as fields, fallow land and swamps,
were considered to be an integral part of agricultural lands.
The resources contained therein were managed as common
property by the lineage or the clan (Diaw 1998; Diaw et al.
1999; Etoungou 2003). Diaw (1997) referred to ‘corporate
lineage’ as the kinship unit endowed with a given territorial
and natural resource base and able to make both operational
and collective choice decisions related to that resource base.
It is this operational unit that deals with land sharing, land
access, succession, litigation and all other aspects of the tenure
system at the local level. They consist of nuclear lineages,
which is the basic lineal unit covering three generations
(parents, children and grandchildren of the male line.) Prior
to colonization, among the Bantu in the humid forest zone,
there were no institutionalized leadership positions above the
corporate lineage. This system differs from the management
system in other parts of Cameroon, particularly in the west
and north-west regions, which are characterized by more
hierarchical societies (Van den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000).

A new era of state ownership of the forest began when
Cameroon became a German protectorate in 1884. The
colonial regime forbad further migrations and forced people
to resettle along the roads. The newly created villages often
consisted of members from different clans or lineages (Van
den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000). The colonizers claimed all
the forest and land that was considered to be ‘vacant and
without masters’. After the First World War, when power
was transferred to France and Great Britain, they continued
by a series of decrees the sovereignty of the colonial state on
land and forest considered vacant. The forests were for the
colonial powers a source of valuable timber which was to be
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exploited and managed efficiently by the state (Van den Berg &
Biesbrouck 2000; Oyono 2005a). Some customary regulations
were accommodated and local people were allowed use rights.

After Cameroon’s independence in 1960, the passing of
the forest legislations of 1973 (Ordinance no. 73/18 and
its instruments of application) and 1981 (Law no. 81/13)
continued the colonial legacy of state authoritarianism in
the forest and marginalization of the local population (Van
den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000; Oyono 2005a). The 1974 Land
Ordinances abolished customary land tenure and nationalized
all land held under such tenure, except for land registered as
public or private property and land under cultivation (Cleuren
2001; Delville et al. 2002; Van den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000).
Local people were granted user rights on national lands to
meet domestic needs, but these could be overruled by the
state for reasons of public interest.

Due to recognition that the 1981 Forestry Law was
outdated, the government passed the 1994 Forestry Law
(Law no. 94/01 of 20 January 1994 and its Decree of
Application no. 94/436 of 23 August 1995) which classifies
forests in Cameroon into two main categories: the permanent
forest estate or classified forest, which can only be used for
forestry or as wildlife habitat, and the non-permanent forest
estate, consisting of forested land which can be converted
to non-forest uses (Djeumo 2001). The change in Law
had three major goals: promoting popular participation in
forest management, promoting sustainable management and
contributing to the fight against poverty (Ekoko 2000; Oyono
2005c). While the legislation addressed several aspects of the
sharing of responsibilities and benefits in forest management,
one aspect transferred management responsibilities and
powers to village communities for the creation of community
forests.

A community forest is defined as a forest ≤5000 hectares
in size in the non-permanent domain that is subject to a
management agreement between a village community and
the administration in charge of forests (Djeumo 2001). It is
equipped with a simple plan for its management, conservation
and exploitation for the interests of the communities with the
technical support of the forestry administration (Vabi et al.
2000; Oyono 2004c). All products, wood, non-wood, wildlife,
fishery resources and special products, with the exception
of those forbidden by law, are deemed the property of the
community concerned. Most community forests in Cameroon
have primarily focused on harvesting timber (De Blas et al.
2009). The normal duration of the community forest
management plan is 25 years, however, the administration
retains the authority to suspend or nullify a management
agreement without any prior warning to the community (Vabi
et al. 2000; De Blas et al. 2009).

METHODS

The study included both an extensive literature review and
field research. Both print and web-based peer-reviewed and
grey literature, published up until the end of 2009, on
the research outcomes of community forest management in

Cameroon were reviewed. Field research was also conducted
in nine villages in the humid forest zone of the East and Central
regions of Cameroon, West Africa. This formed part of a larger
research study of community forests and non-wood forest
product management systems in the humid forest zone of
Cameroon (Brown 2005; Brown et al. 2007, 2008). Of the nine
villages, eight were part of, or were waiting for government
approval of a community forest; in total, the villages were part
of three community forests. The villages in these two regions
primarily comprised Bantu smallholder farmers of various
ethnicities. The villages in the Central region were settled
by the Eton, part of the Bëti ethnic group, and those in the
Eastern region were settled almost exclusively by the Nzime,
with a small enclave of Kako in two villages. Several study
communities in the Eastern region had associated camps of
Baka Pygmies.

Data were collected to ascertain the customary criteria
for local legitimacy particularly for endowing authority
over forest resources at the community level. This was
done using qualitative techniques, particularly focus group
meetings and semi-structured interviews (Appendix 1, see
supplementary material at Journals.cambridge.org/ENC;
Patton 2002). Information was also gained from discussion
with key informants in each area. To begin the research
in each village, an initial meeting was held with the local
village chief and the village council (les notables) and also
included any important heads of local groups or committees.
At a later time, two focus group meetings were scheduled
in each community. To accommodate cultural differences,
meetings were held separately with men and women in
each village. Individual semi-structured interviews were also
conducted with eight local village chiefs. This qualitative
approach allowed the interviewer to use a guide to explore
similar questions with all the chiefs, with the flexibility
necessary to ask further questions in order to elucidate the
subject matter (Appendix 1, see supplementary material at
Journals.cambridge.org/ENC; Patton 2002). Interviews were
tape recorded for later transcription and analysis. H. C. P.
Brown collected all the data, with the help in each region of
a field assistant, who provided translation from French to the
local language as needed. We analysed data content in order to
identify patterns following the key theme of understanding the
customary process and criteria for choosing local community
authorities responsible for resource management (Strauss
& Corbin 1998; Patton 2002). Field data collection took
place during June–August 2002, May–September 2003 and
February–March 2004.

RESULTS

Outcomes of community forest management

Results of the literature review on studies of the local
level outcomes of the legislation indicate that results of the
new community forest legislation have been mixed. While
there have been some positive social outcomes from the
decentralization of forest management to forest communities,
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outcomes have also been negative. Additionally, the economic
impact has overall been weak and many community forests
are not being managed sustainably (Oyono 2005c; Oyono
et al. 2006).

Social outcomes
To some extent, local communities have been empowered as
a result of the legislation, which opened up a recognized space
for forest management that was closer to local people. While
significant for all forest dwellers, the change in legislation
has created a sphere of social recognition particularly for
marginalized groups, such as the Baka and Bagyeli, who are
commonly referred to as Pygmies (Oyono 2005b, c; Mvondo
2006). In the Eastern region of Cameroon, a group of sedentary
Pygmies signed a management agreement for the Moangé-Le-
Bosquet community forest in August 2000 (Etoungou 2003;
Oyono 2005c). This is a unique case of power transfer to
Pygmies in Cameroon, and its community forest is an example
of a positive social outcome. However, in other communities,
Pygmies have been marginalized from decision-making in
community forests and have received little, if any, benefit
(Oyono 2005b; Mvondo 2006; Oyono et al. 2006).

The legislation has also helped to curtail the exodus of rural
youth to cities. The prospect of accessing their own share of the
abundant forestry resources has encouraged them to stay in the
village, where their innovative ideas and their education can
contribute to social and economic innovations (Oyono 2005c).
While many young people had felt marginalized from access to
forest benefits, the principle of community forest management
has fostered the potential for social negotiation between older
and younger generations, as well as the potential participation
of women (Brown et al. 2007, 2008). To date, however,
involvement of both youth and women in community forest
management has been limited (Oyono et al. 2006).

This approach to community forestry management has not
been without its problems. First, the complicated process for
obtaining a community forest meant that the first community
forests were legalized in 2000, six years after the passing
of the Act (Djeumo 2001). Non-governmental organizations
(NGOs) have played a key role in helping communities
through the long process. However, this has been detrimental
to the autonomy of many communities (Etoungou 2003).
Second, the law does not adequately define a ‘community’
within the cultural reality of Cameroon. According to the law,
a community is a local population or village living close to
the forest with recognized forest access and use rights (Vabi
et al. 2000). However, application of this definition excludes
many important users because a community’s perception of
forest resource use often does not correspond to the criteria of
proximity (Diaw et al. 1999). Third, the law specifies that the
management agreement must be between the state forestry
administration and a legalized group from the community,
which can take any of four forms: associations, common
initiative groups, economic interest groups or cooperatives
(Djeumo 2001). This completely ignores traditional systems of
natural resource management and accountability in Cameroon
(Diaw 1997; Vabi et al. 2000; Oyono 2004c).

Forest management in societies across the humid forest
zone falls under the responsibility of traditional authorities
such as elders, lineage leaders and village chiefs. Replacement
of these figures who have recognized powers and legitimacies
over forests and other common property resources, with
community forest management committee members who
perhaps have more education has become a source of conflict
(Oyono 2005c). In many villages, misunderstandings are
deep between committee members and traditional authorities.
By creating new organizations rather than using indigenous
institutions, Oyono (2005c) felt that the architects of
decentralization had disabled the existing instruments of
social regulation and cleared the way for social distortion and
conflict. The members of village management committees
are often retired civil servants who have returned to their
natal village and educated young men who have not been able
to find employment in urban areas in a time of economic
recession. These new ‘forestry elite’ have often dominated the
process and excluded other local people from the benefits of
community forests (Etoungou 2003; Oyono 2004b, 2005c).
This has led to conflicts, which have sometimes become
violent.

As competitive elections are generally presented as the best
way to realize representative democracy, the Manual of the
Procedures for the Attribution, and Norms for the Management
of Community Forests (Ministry of Environment and Forests
1998) stated that management committees should be elected
(Oyono 2006). In reality, one study found that only 10%
of community forest management committees were chosen
through a democratic process (Oyono & Efoua 2006). Twenty
per cent were chosen by consensus. Most often, members
of community forest management committees were self-
appointed (43%), or added by already self-appointed members
(27%). For example, Oyono and Efoua (2006) found that in
several villages, the chief or one of the educated elite who
had already appointed himself as a member co-opted his
dependents, his clients or others who were obligated to him
as members.

The forest management committees also have the view that
their authority comes from the central government and that
they are therefore accountable only to state agents in the
forestry administration. For the most part they do not inform
villagers about their activities (Oyono 2005c) and are not
regularly monitored by the central authorities. Therefore, the
decentralized management of forests has not promoted local
democracy, as might be expected through free debate, public
discussion, civic responsibility, transparency and downward
accountability. Furthermore, the government appears to be
‘resisting’ decentralization and, particularly since 2005, seems
to be focusing on regaining centralized control (Oyono 2004b;
Oyono et al. 2006; De Blas et al. 2009).

Economic outcomes
Some economic benefits have come to local communities as a
result of community forests. For example, money has been
used to provide aluminium roofing for village households
or construction of classrooms (Oyono 2005c; Oyono et al.
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2006). However, corruption has been a problem in community
forest management committees and revenues have been stolen
(Oyono 2004b, 2005c; Oyono et al. 2006). In spite of these
problems, the money has likely been used at the local level
rather than leaving the community and being embezzled by
corrupt higher-level officials (Oyono et al. 2006), although
no investment in community development projects such as
small-scale agricultural projects has taken place.

Ecological outcomes
From an ecological perspective, community forests do not
seem to be sustainably managed. According to De Blas et al.
(2009), industrial logging with heavy machinery and the
transport of logs for outside processing, although formally
banned, are not uncommon in community forests because
of the weakness of law enforcement. Although artisanal
logging is the recommended method for community forests,
communities often opt to contract to an external industrial
operator for the more immediately profitable large-scale
logging (Oyono 2005d; Oyono et al. 2006). At least one
community forest in the study was practising artisanal
logging. In addition, simple management plans are often
not respected in the absence of control activities by the
state forestry administration. The most common problems
are failure to respect the logging rotation cycle and logging
beyond community forest borders (De Blas et al. 2009). Some
community forests exhausted their 25 year allotment of timber
within only two months (Oyono 2005c).

System of village chiefs and local authorities in the
humid forest zone

Process of choosing village authorities
The qualitative field data indicated that originally in the
research villages, the Germans appointed as chief someone
who had collaborated with them in forming the village, or they
allowed the local people to choose an individual they respected
who had some experience communicating with the colonizers.
This person often came from the largest corporate lineage
represented in the village. Today, the village chiefs of the
third order, as they are called, are chosen based on two criteria
that appear to be equally important. Normally the person is
chosen from the same family as the chief who was first installed
by the Germans. One chief explained, ‘If we are four in my
father’s family, they take one person, one of the brothers, who
has good understanding and can learn.’ However, the person
is also chosen on the basis of their character. Another chief
added, ‘It is not necessarily hereditary. . .. Of first importance
is if someone conducts themselves well in front of the people
of the village, if they don’t look for problems and are calm,
then this person is capable of taking the responsibility the
village is giving to him.’ One chief summarized the criteria in
this way: ‘To be chief you must be a member of the family that
typically governs. . .. You also have to have good morality.’

In most cases, an elderly chief will choose one of his sons
who he feels will make a good chief, not necessarily the
eldest, and propose their name to the villagers. The chief

may choose a nephew as his successor if he does not have
any sons. The local population then will either approve or
disapprove this choice. This may be in the form of an election
after the old chief has died or may be simply by general
consensus. There are exceptions, however, as in one research
village the new chief was selected from a different corporate
lineage than the old chief. The previous chief had sons, but
he did not feel they had the skills for the position and so
designated a person he felt would best fill the role. It should
be noted that the village chief may also be the head of his
corporate lineage. It is rare to have a female chief, but it
has happened in some parts of Cameroon. Ultimately the
chief is approved by the state administration in the area, the
sous-préfet.

The chief is the head of the village council (les notables).
One chief defined a notable as: ‘a person who knows the village
really well, who can give careful reports to the authorities who
come to visit. If someone like the sous-préfet comes to see me
because there is some problem over land. The sous-préfet asks
les notables, who are very knowledgeable about the limits of
the plantations, the land boundaries and the whole population
of the village. It is them who can put him on the right road.’
The heads of the corporate lineages in all villages, who are
always men, are always notables. They were the traditional
authorities prior to colonization and still continue to manage
forest resources through the customary system (Diaw 1997;
Van den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000). In addition, elderly women
and men, who are of good character, may also be chosen as
notables. A young man said, ‘My mother was a notable because
of her dignity, her character, she didn’t lie, and she was a very
good person.’ One chief described the criteria for women to be
a notable in this way: ‘When I see that a woman manages her
home and family well, she is honest, and she is also elderly;
then I choose her to be a notable.’

Depending on the village, there were also other people who
could be considered members of the village council. Another
chief described the choice of other members in this way: ‘This
is how we choose a notable. You choose them by their wisdom,
their knowledge; if they know how to resolve problems in the
village then you choose them.’ Such members may represent
different groups within the village, for example, the heads
of important common initiative groups, associations, village
development committees, or political organizations. In some
cases a representative of the youth in the village is asked to
be a member. It should also be noted that the leaders of other
groups and organizations in the communities are typically
elected or approved by general consensus. The chiefs noted
that a member of the village council could be removed for
doing a poor job.

Village authorities and forest management
The forest belongs to the state, which ultimately makes
decisions about its use, for example, the awarding of timber
concessions. Village chiefs are informed of the decision to
grant such an award, but they have no say in the decision. The
forest, otherwise, is under the jurisdiction of the village chief
and les notables because they are the state’s representatives.
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Figure 1 General schematic showing spheres of influence of
village level actors in management of village forest resources.
Village forest resources are under the control of the state and are
managed by the village council. Community forests are managed by
the community forest management committee. CL = corporate
lineage; NL = nuclear lineage; HH = household.

However, they are guided on a day-to-day basis by the
customary management system (Diaw 1997, 1998) (Fig. 1).
The chief views the task as working together with the whole
village rather than as a state representative. One chief stated,
‘The chief can’t manage alone. He is not the only one
responsible for the forest. It is the forest of our ancestors.
If we need to manage it then we manage it together.’

In theory the chief and les notables have the power to
tell people where to cultivate or establish a plantation in the
primary forest. In practice there is an informal understanding
among villagers as to where certain families cut their fields.
According to Diaw (1998), the socialization of individuals
within the clan and lineage system means that it is rare for
someone to ask for authorization to clear the forest in order
to make a field. Commonly, only outsiders need to consult
the chief and the village council before clearing forest. In
areas where all the forest is secondary growth held under the
customary tenure system, decisions that are made about the
land are made at either the corporate or nuclear lineage, or
the household level. Any dispute between the lineages over
the forest and its resources would normally be handled by the
village council (Diaw 1998).

More recently, community forests have seen the emergence
of other local authorities who have in some way usurped the
position of les notables and the village chiefs in regulating
forest resources, namely internal and external elites. Such
individuals often work in the state bureaucracy with large
salaries that offer the possibility of binding village people
to them. Their authority is based on their role as mediators
between the village and the outside world (Van den Berg
& Biesbrouck 2000). In one village, the President of the
Community Forest Association was a doctor who lived in
the city, but who had been born in the village. Internal elites

are those who have retired from their positions in the city and
moved back home. Two community forests in this study were
begun in part at the initiative of such internal elites. While
the elites can help a village financially and through mediating
contact with the outside world, they also can take advantage of
their authority. In some cases they have used their privileged
position for their own financial interests. As noted earlier,
research on community forests has found that in many cases
the control over the forest and its benefits were captured by
local elites (Etoungou 2003; Oyono 2004c).

DISCUSSION

One factor important to the success of community forest
management is the existence of effective institutions (Pagdee
et al. 2006), yet the literature review and field results indicates
that the institutions put in place during decentralization
are ineffective in achieving significant socioeconomic or
environmental goals. This lack of effectiveness has been
explained, in part, as a result of the imposition of inappropriate
institutions that marginalized those who have recognized
customary powers and legitimacies over forests, while
privileging those to whom decentralization reforms have given
power (Oyono 2005c).

A community must create one of four legal entities to obtain
a community forest in Cameroon (Ministry of Environment
and Forests 1998). This is not without precedent in Africa,
where organizations in civil society can in some circumstances
be important participants in service delivery and enforcing
accountability (Lewis 2002; Akinola 2007). The types of legal
entities designated in Cameroon do not bear resemblance
to local indigenous institutions for management of natural
resources. They are for the most part similar to other
organizational structures imposed by the central government
for rural reform, such as village development committees
(Oyono & Temple 2003). These entities lack social and
historical legitimacy for managing forest resources (Diaw
1997; Oyono 2004a) and, therefore, garner little respect at
the local level.

Beyond the lack of legitimacy of the designated institutions
for managing community forests, there are often problems
in the way that management committee members have been
chosen. In spite of the government’s statement that the
committee must be representative of all sections of the
community, in fact they are not. This was particularly evident
for the Baka. The process for choosing members in most
communities did not reflect the typical process for choosing
community leaders, such as chiefs and members of the village
council, through consensus or election. The requirement to
be of good moral character as a basis of legitimacy appears
to have also been neglected. This emphasis on the character
of a person as a criterion for being a chief reflects the deeply
rooted ideal of ‘equality of all’ in the ethnic groups of this area
(Oyono 2004a; Van den Berg & Biesbrouck 2000). Instead
the complicated nature of the imposed system to obtain a
community forest opened the door for exploitation by those
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who had more education, or access to powerful stakeholders
in government or the forestry industry. This lack of local
participation in choosing committee members in turn led
to the view that the committee was accountable only to the
central government, and not to the local population. With little
government enforcement of forest management practices,
committees are not held accountable and the forest is not
being managed sustainably (De Blas et al. 2009).

Given the limitations of such institutional arrangements,
it is appropriate to ask how these problems in structuring
CBNRM can be remedied in future situations. Which
local institutions are most appropriate at the local
level: traditional institutions, neo-traditional institutions
or externally introduced ‘modern’ institutions? Some feel
that only democratic decentralization of natural resource
management, which has not happened in Cameroon’s
forestry sector, will lead to truly representative management
committees that are downwardly accountable to local people
(Ribot 2002, 2004). In fact, Ribot (2008) stated that agencies
intervening in the environmental arena have a responsibility
to build local democracy through their natural resource
interventions. Any new local institution ideally should be
subject to a democratic local government (Ribot 2008). This
is a challenge, as in many countries governments may not be
elected democratically and government officials are seldom
downwardly accountable to the local population.

At the community level, it is important that
institutions empowered by decentralization policies to manage
natural resources reflect the criteria for local legitimacy.
Kayambazinthu et al. (2003) stated that institutions that are
better integrated in terms of traditional sociocultural traits
and incentives, and are given moral and political legitimacy
at the local level, are more stable and enduring. This does
not necessarily mean an uncritical reinstatement of traditional
authorities, but rather recognition of the local system of
accountability. For example, in the humid forest zone of
Cameroon, the system of accountability for forest resources
included those with historical traditional authority, in the form
of lineage heads, as well as the village chief, a legacy of colonial
power. In keeping with the ideals of liberal democracy, it
also potentially included other members of the village council
who are representative of other sections of the community.
Community forest management committees may be more
successful if they are a hybrid of customary authorities and
other segments of the population, capturing the best of
historical social regulation. The choice of members should also
follow the criteria for local legitimacy, which in Cameroon,
as in many countries, is having a good moral character. A
local committee formed in this way may be seen as being
accountable to the local population.

Defining the role of traditional authorities within new
systems of democratic governance is increasingly being
practised in African countries (Kyed & Buur 2007), but
not without problems. In Zimbabwe, the ‘unholy alliance’
between the ruling party, the chiefs, and other lower tier
traditional leaders has undermined the last’s capacity to

function as neutral arbitrators in natural resource management
(Mapedza 2007). They have in many cases become pawns
in the political game of the ruling party. In Africa, the
recognition of traditional authority within the context of
democratization is often directly or indirectly combined with
regaining state control over people, territory and resources
(Kyed & Buur 2007). Such processes are often influenced
by the state authorities’ patronage interests and the relative
economic value of the resources (Nelson & Agrawal 2008). The
placement of local management committees within a system
of accountability to a democratic local government may serve
in helping to limit corruption.

Community forest management can also be an entry
point for governance reform, as the transfer of rights over
resources can be a tool for opening public space, and turning
‘participation’ into the basis for future democracy (Brown
et al. 2002b). Nepal was one of the first countries to have a
national forestry policy allowing communities to be involved
in managing forest resources (Brown et al. 2002a; Dangol
2005). Through the work of a local NGO with an emphasis on
equity, democracy and transparency, community forest user
groups were able to minimize corruption and elite capture.
According to the World Bank (2008), these committees were
the only democratically elected bodies in Nepal in 2004.
This experience showed not only the potential of community
forestry to bring about governance reform, but also the
importance of the involvement of skilled facilitators and group
analysis in that process (Dangol 2005; World Bank 2008).

CONCLUSIONS

Community-based approaches have great potential for
sustainable resource management, however CBNRM can
be rendered ineffective if schemes are not implemented in
such a way as to ensure that management institutions are
legitimate and accountable at the local level. Imposition of
inappropriate institutions, which did not reflect local systems
of accountability in resource management, was a key limitation
to successful socioeconomic and ecological outcomes from
community forestry management in Cameroon. It is possible
that institutions would be more effective in managing
community forests if they included those who have held
traditional authority over forests and who therefore may
hold more legitimacy at the local level. Results from the
humid forest zone of Cameroon, showed that, prior to the
implementation of the 1994 forestry law, management of forest
resources at the local level was in the hands of corporate lineage
leaders, village chiefs and the village council. Village councils
are made up of heads of corporate lineages and also potentially
include women and youth representatives. A key criterion in
choosing a village chief or member of the village council was
their being of good moral character.

In overcoming the challenges of CBNRM, it is possible
that the formation of hybrid institutions composed of
customary authorities and representatives of other segments
of the population chosen by locally legitimate means may
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successfully promote sustainable management. However,
such institutions are not without their risks. Therefore, it
is important that these institutions be accountable to a local
democratic government to further increase their transparency
and accountability. While implementation hurdles remain,
given the current development policy context, it may no longer
be a question as to whether decentralized natural resource
management will be better or worse, but rather how it can be
made to work (Larson 2002).

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

The Center for International Forestry Research hosted this
research and the Central African Regional Program of the
Environment of the World Wildlife Fund and Cornell
University funded the fieldwork. The cooperation of the local
communities in data collection was greatly appreciated. We
would also like to thank Phil René Oyono for his helpful
comments on an earlier version of this manuscript, while three
reviewers substantially improved this paper.

References

Agrawal, A., Chatre, A. & Hardin, R. (2008) Changing governance
of the world’s forests. Science 320: 1460–1462.

Akinola, S.R. (2007) Knowledge generation, political action and
African development: a polycentric approach. International
Journal of African Renaissance Studies - Multi-, Inter- and
Transdisciplinarity 2(2): 217–238.

Blaikie, P. (2006) Is small really beautiful? Community-based
natural resource management in Malawi and Botswana. World
Development 11: 1942–1957.

Brown, D., Malla, Y., Schreckenberg, K. & Springate-Baginski,
O. (2002a) From supervising ‘subjects’ to supporting ‘citizens’:
recent developments in community forestry in Asia and Africa.
Natural Resource Perspectives 75: 1–4.

Brown, D., Schreckenberg, K., Shepherd, G. & Wells, A. (2002b)
Forestry as an Entry Point for Governance Reform. ODI Forestry
Briefing, Number 1. London, UK: Overseas Development
Institute.

Brown, H.C.P. (2005) Governance of non-wood forest products and
community forests in the humid forest zone of Cameroon. Ph.D.
thesis, Natural Resources, Cornell University, Ithaca, USA.

Brown, H.C.P., Buck, L. & Lassoie, J.P. (2008) Governance and
social learning in the management of non-wood forest products
in community forests in Cameroon. International Journal of
Agricultural Resources, Governance and Ecology 7(3): 256–275.

Brown, H.C.P., Wolf, S.A. & Lassoie, J.P. (2007) An analytic
approach to structuring co-management of community forests in
Cameroon. Progress in Development Studies 7(2): 135–154.

Campbell, B.M., Shackleton, S. & Wollenberg, E. (2003) Overview:
institutional arrangements for managing woodlands. In: Policies
and Governance Structures in Woodlands of Southern Africa, ed.
G. Kowero, B.M. Campbell & U.R. Sumaila, pp. 9–15. Jakarta,
Indonesia: CIFOR.

Cleuren, H. (2001) Paving the Road for Forest Destruction, Key Actors
and Driving Forces of Tropical Deforestation in Brazil, Ecuador and
Cameroon. Leiden, the Netherlands: CNWS Publications.

Colfer, C.J.P., ed. (2005) The Complex Forest: Communities,
Uncertainty, and Adaptive Collaborative Management. Washington,
DC, USA: Resources for the Future/CIFOR.

Dangol, S. (2005) Participation and decisionmaking in Nepal. In: The
Equitable Forest: Diversity, Community, and Resource Management,
ed. C.J.P. Colfer, pp. 54–71. Washington, DC, USA: Resources
for the Future.

De Blas, D.E., Ruiz Pérez, M., Sayer, J.A., Lescuyer, G., Nasi, R.
& Karsenty, A. (2009) External influences on and conditions for
community logging management in Cameroon. World Development
37(2): 445–456.

Delville, P.L., Toulmin, C., Colin, J.-P. & Chauveau, J.-P.
(2002) Negotiating Access to Land in West Africa: A Synthesis of
Findings from Research on Derived Rights to Land. London, UK:
International Institute for Environment and Development.

Diaw, M.C. (1997) Si, Nda Bot and Ayong: shifting cultivation, land
use and property rights in Southern Cameroon. Rural Development
Forestry Network 21e: 1–28.

Diaw, M.C. (1998) From sea to forest: an epistemology of otherness
and institutional resilience in non conventional economic
systems. ‘Crossing Boundaries,’ the seventh annual conference
of the International Association for the Study of Common
Property, Vancouver, British Columbia, Canada, June 10–14,
1998 [www document]. URL http://www.indiana.edu/∼iascp/
Final/diaw.pdf

Diaw, M.C., Mekoulou, H.A. & Dikongue, E. (1999) Gestion
communautaire des ressources forestières: evolution des concepts
et mutations institutionnelles dans la zone de forêt humide du
Cameroun. Bulletin Arbres, Forêts et Communautés Rurales 17: 13–
23.

Djeumo, A. (2001) The development of community forests in
Cameroon: origins, current situation and constraints. Rural
Development Forestry Network 25b: 1–16.

Edmunds, D. & Wollenberg, E., eds (2003) Local Forest Management:
The Impacts of Devolution Policies. London, UK: Earthscan
Publications Ltd.

Edmunds, D., Wollenberg, E., Contreras, A.P., Dachang, L., Kelkar,
G., Nathan, D., Sarin, M. & Singh, N.M. (2003) Introduction. In:
Local Forest Management: The Impacts of Devolution Policies, ed.
D. Edmunds & E. Wollenberg, pp. 1–19. London, UK: Earthscan
Publications Ltd.

Ekoko, F. (2000) Balancing politics, economics and conservation: the
case of the Cameroon forestry law reform. Development and Change
31: 131–154.

Etoungou, P. (2003) Decentralization viewed from inside: the
implementation of community forests in East Cameroon. In:
Environmental Governance in Africa Working Papers, ed. J.C.
Ribot, pp. 1–28. Washington, DC, USA: World Resources
Institute.

Gregerson, H., Contreras-Hermosilla, A., White, A. & Phillips,
L. (2005) Forest governance in federal systems: an overview
of experiences and implications for decentralization. In: The
Politics of Decentralization: Forests, Power and People, ed.
C.J.P. Colfer & D. Capistrano, pp. 13–31. London, UK:
Earthscan.

Kayambazinthu, D., Matose, F., Kajembe, G. & Nemarundwe,
N. (2003) Institutional arrangements governing natural resource
management of the miombo woodland. In: Policies and Governance
Structures in Woodlands of Southern Africa, ed. G. Kowero,
B.M. Campbell & U.R. Sumaila, pp. 45–64. Jakarta, Indonesia:
CIFOR.



Institutional choice and local legitimacy in Cameroon 269

Kellert, S.R., Mehta, J.N., Ebbin, S.A. & Lichtenfeld, L.L. (2000)
Community natural resource management: promise, rhetoric, and
reality. Society and Natural Resources 13: 705–715.

Kyed, H.M. & Buur, L. (2007) Introduction: traditional authority
and democratization in Africa. In: State Recognition and
Democratization in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. L. Buur & H.M. Kyed,
pp. 1–28. New York, NY, USA: Palgrave MacMillan.

Larson, A.-M. (2002) Natural resources and decentralization in
Nicaragua: are local governments up to the job? World Development
30(1): 17–31.

Larson, A.M. (2005) Democratic decentralization in the forestry
sector: lessons from Africa, Asia and Latin America. In: The Politics
of Decentralization: Forests, Power and People, ed. C.J.P. Colfer &
D. Capistrano, pp. 32–62. London, UK: Earthscan.

Larson, A.M. & Ribot, J.C. (2007) The poverty of forestry policy:
double standards on an uneven playing field. Sustainability Science
2: 189–204.

Lemos, M.C. & Agrawal, A. (2006) Environmental governance.
Annual Review of Environment and Resources 31: 297–325.

Lewis, D. (2002) Civil society in African contexts: reflections on the
usefulness of a concept. Development and Change 33(4): 569–586.

Mapedza, E. (2007) Traditional authority: accountability and gov-
ernance in Zimbabwe. In: State Recognition and Democratization
in Sub-Saharan Africa, ed. L. Buur & H.M. Kyed, pp. 183–207.
New York, NY, USA: Palgrave MacMillan.

Ministry of Environment and Forests (1998) Manual of the Procedures
for the Attribution, and Norms for the Management, of Community
Forests. Yaoundé, Cameroon: Government of Cameroon.

Mvondo, S.A. (2006) Decentralized forest resources and access of
minorities to environmental justice: an analysis of the case of the
Baka in southern Cameroon. International Journal of Environmental
Studies 63(5): 681–689.

Nelson, F. & Agrawal, A. (2008) Patronage or participation?
Community-based natural resource management reform in Sub-
Saharan Africa. Development and Change 39(4): 557–585.

Ostrom, E. (1990) Governing the Commons: The Evolution of
Institutions for Collective Action. Cambridge, UK: Cambridge
University Press.

Ostrom, E. (1999) Self-governance and forest resources. CIFOR
Occasional Paper 20. Bogor, Indonesia.

Oyono, P.R. (2004a) Institutional deficit, representation, and
decentralized forest management in Cameroon. In: Environmental
Governance in Africa Working Papers, ed. J.C. Ribot, pp. 1–36.
Washington, DC, USA: World Resources Institute.

Oyono, P.R. (2004b) One step forward, two steps back? Paradoxes
of natural resources management decentralisation in Cameroon.
Journal of Modern African Studies 42(1): 91–111.

Oyono, P.R. (2004c) The social and organisational roots of ecological
uncertainties in Cameroon’s forest management decentralisation
model. European Journal of Development Research 16(1): 174–191.

Oyono, P.R. (2005a) The foundations of the conflit de langage over
land and forests in southern Cameroon. African Study Monographs
26(3): 115–144.

Oyono, P.R. (2005b) From diversity to exclusion for forest minorities
in Cameroon. In: The Equitable Forest: Diversity and Community in
Sustainable Resource Management, ed. C.J.P. Colfer, pp. 113–130.
Washington, DC, USA: Resources for the Future/CIFOR.

Oyono, P.R. (2005c) Profiling local-level outcomes of environmental
decentralizations: the case of Cameroon’s forests in the Congo
Basin. Journal of Environment and Development 14(2): 1–21.

Oyono, P.R. (2005d) The social and organisational roots of ecological
uncertainties in Cameroon’s forest management decentralisation
model. In: Democratic Decentralisation through a Natural Resource
Lens, ed. J.C. Ribot & A.M. Larson, pp. 174–191. Oxon, UK:
Routledge

Oyono, P.R. (2006) Acteurs locaux, représentation et ’politics’ des
éco-pouvoirs dans le Cameroun rural post-1994. Canadian Journal
of Development Studies 27(2): 163–185.

Oyono, P.R. & Efoua, S. (2006) La représentation environnementale
au Cameroun: une exploration des liens entre les choix
institutionnnels, la démocratie local et les résultats de la gestion
décentralisée des forets. Africa Development 31(2): 149–184.

Oyono, P.R. & Temple, L. (2003) Métamorphose des organisations
rurales au Cameroun. Revue Internationale de l’Economie Sociale
288: 68–79.

Oyono, P.R., Ribot, J.C. & Larson, A.M. (2006) Green and black
gold in rural Cameroon: natural resources for local governance,
justice and sustainability. In: Environmental Governance in Africa
Working Papers, ed. J.C. Ribot, pp. 1–88. Washington, DC, USA:
World Resources Institute.

Pagdee, A., Kim, Y.-S. & Daugherty, P.J. (2006) What makes
community forest management successful: a meta-study from
community forests throughout the world. Society and Natural
Resources 19(1): 33–52.

Patton, M.Q. (2002) Qualitative Research and Evaluation Methods.
Thousand Oaks, CA, USA: Sage Publications.

Ribot, J.C. (2002) Democratic Decentralization of Natural Resources:
Institutionalizing Popular Participation. Washington, DC, USA:
World Resources Institute.

Ribot, J.C. (2004) Waiting for Democracy: The Politics of Choice in
Natural Resource Decentralization. Washington, DC, USA: World
Resources Institute.

Ribot, J.C. (2008) Building Local Democracy through Natural Resource
Interventions: An Environmentalist’s Responsibility. Washington,
DC, USA: World Resources Institute.

Ribot, J.C. & Oyono, P.R. (2005) The politics of decentralization.
In: Towards a New Map of Africa, ed. B. Wisner, C. Toulmin &
R. Chitiga, pp. 205–228. London, UK: Earthscan.

Strauss, A. & Corbin, J. (1998) Basics of Qualitative Research.
Thousand Oaks, CA, USA: Sage Publications.

Sunderlin, W.D. (2006) Poverty alleviation through community
forestry in Cambodia, Laos, and Vietnam: an assessment of the
potential. Forest Policy and Economics 8: 386–396.

Tacconi, L. (2007) Decentralization, forests and livelihoods: theory
and narrative. Global Environmental Change 17: 338–348.

Vabi, M.B., Ngwasiri, C.N., Galega, P.T. & Oyono, R.P. (2000)
The Devolution of Forest Management Responsibilities to Local
Communities: Context and Implementation Hurdles in Cameroon.
Yaoundé, Cameroon: World Wide Fund for Nature, Cameroon
Programme Office.

Van Den Berg, J. & Biesbrouck, K. (2000) The Social Dimensions
of Rainforest Management in Cameroon: Issues for Co-management.
Tropenbos-Cameroon Series, Kribi, Cameroon: The Tropenbos-
Cameroon Program.

White, A. & Martin, A. (2002) Who Owns the World’s Forests? Forest
Tenure and Public Forests in Transition. Washington, DC, USA:
Forest Trends.

World Bank (2008) Forests Sourcebook: Practical Guidance for
Sustaining Forests in Development Cooperation. Washington,
DC, USA: The World Bank.


