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ABSTRACT. A community forestry approach was adopted by Cameroon as a strategy to promote the sustainable management of
forests, participation by local communities in forest management, and poverty alleviation. However, results have been moderate and
community forestry has largely failed in achieving its initial goals. Our work, based on existing literature, uses the three inter-related
dimensions of equity: distributive, procedural, and contextual to highlight the main equity challenges encountered in implementing
the community forestry approach over the past 20 years in Cameroon. The main constraints to distributive equity identified include:
the absence of clear benefit-sharing mechanisms and rents capture by elites, insecure tenure, and limited use rights of forest resources.
Regarding the procedural dimension, we observed an exclusion of vulnerable groups, especially women, and a lack of information flow
and transparency in decision-making processes. Finally, for contextual equity, the main constraints are unfair laws and regulations that
give more advantages to the state and logging companies than to the local population. Moreover, poor community capacities and high
transaction costs in the process of obtaining and exploiting community forests are additional constraints to contextual equity. The
authors recommend a few measures to improve community forestry contribution to socioeconomic development, equity in benefit
sharing, and sustainable management of forest resources. These include the need: (1) to promote transparency in community forests
management with fair and gender-based policies that consider socioeconomic differences existing within and between forest
communities; (2) to strengthen local community members financial and technical capacities and increase their representation and
participation in decision-making structures; and (3) to set up mechanisms that guarantee existing policies are fully implemented.
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INTRODUCTION

About 20% of the global population depends on forests for
employment, forest products livelihoods, and incomes (World
Bank 2016). Approximately 75% of poor people that live in rural
areas are forest-dependent people (IFAD 2004). Moreover, about
83% of the extreme poor living in developing countries depend
on forest resources for all or part of their livelihoods (Chao 2012).
In Cameroon, the forest sector contributes to about 2.8% of the
GDP (US$695.3 million) and provides direct employment to
22,000 people (FAO 2014). Nkou and Atyi Eba’a (2013) estimated
the number of people employed temporally or permanently in the
sector at more than 2,478,880. Atyi Eba’a et al. (2016) also
estimated that the firewood and charcoal subsector provide about
90,000 equivalent full-time jobs as well as US$304 million,
representing 1.3% of the GDP. Nontimber forests products
(NTFPs) play a key role in the daily life of millions of people
living in the rural areas of Cameroon. The collection and sales of
NTFPs constitute an important source of food, cash (Lescuyer
2010, Awono et al. 2016), and employment for rural dwellers. This
activity creates at least 283,000 direct and indirect jobs at various
levels of the NTFPs value chain (Awono et al. 2016). Nevertheless,
asin most countries of the Congo basin, logging remains the main
provider of salaried jobs in the private sector. This is particularly
true in remote forested rural areas in which logging companies
commonly substitute the state in the provision of public services
related to social development usually, in accordance with their
tender specifications (Poufoun et al. 2013).

Although forests constitute an important asset for rural economy
in Cameroon, the sector faces serious challenges related to
environmental degradation, equity, and persistent poverty (Jum

et al. 2007). Likewise, clear ownership, access, and management
rights over forests are vital for good governance and sustainable
management of the resources (World Bank 2016). Although most
forests remain publicly owned (World Bank 2016), forest
management by central governments has proven to be ineffective
in providing key services and benefits to forest communities (Jum
et al. 2007). Thus, there are increasing incentives from
governments to entrust forest resources management to
communities (Andersson et al. 2006, Parkins 2006). The
expectation is that these communities will manage the forests in
a more sustainable way and derive more environmental and
socioeconomic benefits from them (Maryudi et al. 2012, World
Bank 2016). Cameroon, with a large share of its land covered by
forests, is not an exception to this global tendency.

During the colonial period and up to the mid-1990s, Cameroon’s
forests were managed through a centrally directed structure and
process. The centralized structure expropriated and took over
control of forest resources from local communities. This led to
the situation whereby the latter communities were excluded from
accessing forest resources and the economic benefits accruing
from them (Ekoko 2000, Brown and Schreckenberg 2001). In the
early 1990s, under pressure from the World Bank and other
influential organizations (Ekoko 2000, Beauchamp and Ingram
2011), the country carried a series of macropolicy, sectoral and
constitutional, reforms that affected all aspects of society,
including the forest. This resulted in the enactment of the law No
94/01 establishing a forests, fauna, and fisheries system in January
1994, and later in August 1995, in the enactment of the decree No
95/531/PM laying down the procedure for implementing the
forest’s system (Republic of Cameroon 1995). The 1994 forest law
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led to a zoning of Cameroon’s forests into two parts: the
permanent forest domain (PFD) and the nonpermanent forest
domain (NPFD; Oyono 2009, Ceruttiet al. 2016). The PFD refers
to all the forest space definitively assigned to “forest” and “wildlife
habitat”; comprises forests strictly belonging to the state and
registered in its name; and forests allocated to councils and
registered as councils’ private property (Oyono 2009, Cerutti et
al. 2016, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016). The NPFD consists of
forests located in the agroforestry band of the zoning plan and
controlled by the forestry administration and includes portions
of forest likely to be assigned to uses than other real forest and
wildlife valorization (Oyono 2009, Ceruttiet al. 2016). The NPFD
includes community forests.

The decree of implementation of the 1994 Forestry Law defines
a community forest as “a forest of the non-permanent forest
estate, object of a management agreement between a village
community and the service in charge of forestry. The management
of such forests which should not exceed 5000 hectares is the
responsibility of the village community concerned, with the
technical assistance of the service in charge of Forestry” (Cuny
2011:5). Thus, the decree explicitly confers the management of
the forest to the community. However, in practice, the constitution
of a legal entity (associations, cooperatives, common initiative
groups, and economic interest groups) is a prerequisite for a
community to be allocated a community forest (Djeumo 2001,
Merlet and Fraticelli 2016). These organizational forms are the
legal entities owning the forest and in charge of its management.
Nevertheless, these entities are governed by different laws, they
depend on clearly defined ministries, and they were created to
attain very specific objectives (Djeumo 2001). The forest
management agreement is valid for 25 years renewable and based
on a simple management plan that is updated every 5 years and
defines how the forest resources will be exploited and the benefits
used (Cuny 2011).

The community forestry approach has been implemented in
Cameroon since 1995 (Auzel et al. 2001). It was designed as an
option to enhance livelihood opportunities for rural populations
and forest resources conservation through decentralized forest
governance, generation of income, and empowerment of rural
forest-dependent communities (Logo 2003, Cuny 2011). The
community forestry approach in Cameroon is reported to have
recorded some successes thanks to support from its technical and
financial partners (Oyono et al. 2006, Cuny 2011, Collins and
Tsanga 2016, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016). Despite the latter
support and efforts by the government to develop the concept, its
impact on local democracy, equity, living standards, poverty
alleviation, social vulnerability, and environmental sustainability
remains weak (Oyono et al. 2007). On the other hand, who gets
what from community-based resources management as in
community forestry is increasingly highlighted as a key issue in
the international literature (Mahanty et al. 2006, McDermott
2009a, Maryudi et al. 2012, Turner et al. 2016). Wong et al. (2016)
claimed that equity consideration in the design of policies
regarding forest resource management can have a positive impact
on the results of these policies. Consequently, equity can
contribute to sustainable forest management and improve the
redistribution of benefits provided by the forest among various
stakeholders. However, in Cameroon, existing literature on
community forestry does not pay enough attention to equity
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aspects such asinclusion and full participation of traditional users
in the management and the distribution of benefits within
communities. Thus, based on a review of relevant literature
published and available in online databases such as Google
Scholar and Web of Science, and using a three-dimensional equity
analysis framework, we provide insights on the equity challenges
associated with the implementation of community forestry in
Cameroon over the past 20 years.

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR EQUITY ANALYSIS
IN COMMUNITY FORESTRY

Although discussions about global environmental governance
reflect the centrality of equity to just and sustainable outcomes,
equity and its components are still not clearly defined
(McDermott et al. 2013). Equity in the context of resource
management has been previously discussed by Mahanty et al.
(2006), McDermott (20094, b), McDermott et al. (2013), and
Turner et al. (2016). Equity is linked to a fair share among
stakeholders of socioeconomic benefits derived from resource
management. The effort and role of stakeholders in the resource
management system, their social context, and the existing norms
and values need to be considered in the discussion related to equity
(Mahanty et al. 2006). Said otherwise, it relates to who pays and
benefits from resource management (Maryudi et al. 2012). Equity
also refers to the existing power relationship among intervening
stakeholders (Agarwal 2001). Further, McDermott et al. (2013)
suggested that an equitable share differs from an equal share.
Equality means giving the same benefits to all and equity means
the poorest obtaining more benefits than the richer with the aim
of reducing the gap between the poor and the rich within a
community. Therefore, as pointed out by Schreckenberg and
Luttrell (2009), an equitable share of benefits requires among
others, a strong focus on good governance (including well-being
ranking to identify the poorest, empowerment classes for women,
and public audits) that will gradually lead to decision making that
responds more directly to the needs of marginalized groups. Also,
what is meant by equity significantly depends on the context and
perception of what is fairness by those analyzing it (Di Gregorio
et al. 2013, Wong et al. 2016). The meaning of equity sometimes
differs significantly between countries and between different
cultural contexts within countries (Costenbader 2015). Equity
also differs between civil societies, national, and international
actors (Di Gregorio et al. 2013). Also, Mahanty et al. (2006)
suggested that because cultures are dynamic, so might be the
stakeholder philosophy on equity as ideas and demands change
over time. We adopt the view of equity as a fair redistribution of
forests benefits in an environment in which transparency,
representation, and participation of all stakeholders in decision
making are effective, and the interest of vulnerable groups
protected.

McDermott et al. (2013) proposed three inter-related dimensions
of equity: distributive, procedural, and contextual. Distributive
equity addresses the outcomes of resource management
(allocation of costs and benefits); procedural equity refers to
decision making, i.e, the process by which actions are formulated
and implemented (Mahanty et al. 2006, Di Gregorio et al. 2013,
McDermott et al. 2013). It includes participation, recognition,
and representation (Costenbader 2015). Contextual equity
combines distributive and procedural equity (Agrawal and Gupta
2005, Sherpa and Brower 2015) and recognizes that the pre-
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existing social, political, and economic conditions in a community
can limit or facilitate people’s access to decision-making
procedures, resources, benefits, and contribute to the degree of
(in)equity prevailing (McDermott et al. 2013, Sherpa and Brower
2015). For instance, according to Agrawal and Gupta (2005),
those with economic and social advantages are more likely to
participate in decision-making processes, allowing them to shape
decisions in a way that benefits them and guarantees them a high
economic profit at the expense of the rest of the society. Further,
as shown by Ekoko (2000), when only the most influential groups
are actively involved in policy reforms, they ensure laws and
regulations are formulated to suit their interests.

The main equity elements discussed in literature and reported by
McDermott et al. (2013), Di Gregorio et al. (2013), and
Costenbader (2015) include tenure and resources rights, benefit
sharing, participation, access to information, governance (cross-
cutting issue relevant to all the above), gender, livelihoods, and
grievance mechanisms (interrelated with the above elements).
Nevertheless, these issues do not receive the same level of attention
from scholars and other stakeholders. For instance, cost and
benefit distribution appear to be the most prominent equity issue
discussed (Di Gregorio et al. 2013, Sherpa and Brower 2015,
Wong et al. 2016). Also, although livelihoods, tenure, and rights
(including recognition of local rights) are frequently discussed,
other issues like gender, sovereignty, and participation are given
less consideration despite the widespread criticism of the lack of
effective participation by local forest users in the literature (Di
Gregorio et al. 2013, Costenbader 2015). Furthermore, these
elements can be grouped under the three dimensions of equity as
shown in Figure 1. Distributive equity encompasses tenure and
resource rights, and benefit/cost sharing; procedural equity
includes community participation and decision making, access to
information and grievance mechanisms; and contextual equity
comprises governance and regulations, livelihoods, gender equity,
social and economic inequality, and treatment of poor and
indigenous/minority populations (Costenbader 2015).

Fig. 1. The three interdependent dimensions of equity and their
constitutive elements.

Contextual equity
Governance
Regulations and policies

Social (in)e quality
Social norms and values
Vulnerable groups' rights protection

Procedural equity

Distributive equity

Participation/representation
Decision making
Access to information

Tenure and resources rights
Benefit and cost sharing

We adopt the view that the three dimensions of equity are
interdependent and should be considered together to achieve
equitable outcomes (McDermott et al. 2013, Sherpa and Brower
2015). Thus, all these elements will be discussed in relation to
community forestry in Cameroon. Moreover, we will frequently
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call on contextual equity elements that are cross-cutting to discuss
in detail issues related to distributive and procedural equity.
Therefore, to avoid repetition, there will be no specific section
discussing contextual equity. Figure 1 presents the dimensions of
equity and their elements as used in this study.

EQUITY CHALLENGES IN COMMUNITY FORESTRY
IMPLEMENTATION IN CAMEROON

Factors limiting equity in access and rights to forests resources
and forests benefits distribution

Insecure tenure, discriminatory, and limited resource use rights

Brown (1999) claimed that with no legal basis in Cameroon, the
notion of “community” in the term “community forest” makes
unclear the nature of the community into whose hands the
management of the community forest is placed. Thus, the notion
is open to interpretation on a variety of grounds among which
residential, ethnic, and associational (Brown and Schreckenberg
2001). This leads to conflict between neighboring communities
regarding who owns the community forest and who should benefit
from the revenue generated from its exploitation (Cuny 2011,
Ezzine de Blas et al. 2011). Though community forest creation is
sometimes motivated by NGOs, the initiative usually comes from
local elites and traditional rulers. However, in practice, there is
often an appropriation by the latter two (Oyono et al. 2007) who
sometimes refer to the community forests as “my forest.”
Therefore, it is unlikely that in such community forests, all the
community members are entitled to the same rights regarding the
use of the forest, its benefits, and nor do they all effectively
participate or influence decisions regarding its management.

The forestry law in Cameroon provides communities with rights
and responsibilities over forest resources (Mbile et al. 2009, Oyono
2009). These include

1. Use/withdrawal rights for individual and community
consumption and subsistence: gathering of nontimber forest
products, hunting, fishing, collection of minor timber
products for housing, agriculture, etc.

2. Access rights: access to community forests and the
nonpermanent forest estate.

3. Management rights: exploitation of plots in community
forests according to simple management plans, monitoring
of exploitation activities, and regeneration activities
planned.

4. Exclusive rights: exclusion of members of other village
communities from community forests.

5. Trade rights: marketing of timber and nontimber forest
products derived from the exploitation of community
forests, promotion of ecotourism, community management
of financial revenue accruing from the marketing of
products and ecotourism.

Nonetheless, as suggested by Oyono (2009), despite the goodwill
of the government, the most important and strongest set of rights
claimed by local communities, i.e., ownership or alienation rights,
does not figure in the present forestry law. The granting of a
community forestisnot final and irrevocable in terms of temporal,
legal, and administrative considerations (Cuny 2011). If a
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community forest is poorly managed, the management agreement
can be suspended and the forest concerned withdrawn by the state
(Oyono 2009, Cuny 2011). The law, however, does not provide
any details about what is considered to be poor management. As
such, allows for forestry administration officials and other local
administrative authorities to use their power and influence to
obtain financial incentives and other benefits from community
members. Moreover, Oyono et al. (2007) suggest that this
incomplete and conditional transfer of forest management rights
and ownership to communities makes local managers upwardly
accountable to municipal authorities, regional administrative
authorities, NGOs, representatives of forestry administration,
logging companies, etc. rather than to village communities. This,
therefore, constitutes a barrier to local freedom in decision
making.

Communities’ rights are constrained to the nonpermanent forest
domain. The latter is smaller and not a very strategic space to
create significant forest revenue compared to the strategic forest
block, i.e., the permanent forest domain, with tree species of high
commercial value that remain totally controlled by the
government (Mandondo 2003). Thus, just as in many countries
in which governments have handed over forest ownership or
management to communities, they have tended to only give up
control of the poorest quality woodlands (Lawrence 2007).
Cameroon’s forest zoning was designed to benefit the state at the
disadvantage of communities. In addition, although community
forestry is more inclined to support sustainable management of
forest resources (Mbile et al. 2009, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016),
Cameroon has made an obvious choice to favor industrial logging
companies in its forest policy. For instance, although the area
covered by a community forest cannot exceed 5000 hectares, the
forests intended for concessions and commercial logging can be
up to 200,000 hectares (Oyono 2009, Cuny 2011). Moreover, the
actual surface of valid community forests is significantly smaller
than that of concessions and councils’ forests (Ceruttiet al. 2016).
The summary of Cameroon’s forest estate in December 2014
published by the Ministry of Forestry and Wildlife and by the
World Resources Institute records 392 community forests
covering just about 1.3 million hectares compared to 6.7 and 4.7
million hectares of forest assigned to forest management units
and protected areas. Therefore, the benefits communities can
receive from the forest is limited and reduced compared to that
of private actors.

Within production forest, local populations’ usage rights to
NTFPs are normally protected if they do not affect endangered
species and are not for commercial use. On the ground, things
often happen very differently, with forestry production having
priority over local populations’ usage rights (Merlet and Fraticelli
2016). On the one hand, this can significantly impact poor
households’ livelihoods, especially women. The latter depends
heavily on NTFPs, which provide them with food, medicine,
fodder, and nonfarm income (Awono et al. 2016). On the other
hand, because men are mainly involved in cash crop activities and
timber exploitation within the forest, the impact is less significant
on them (Oyono et al. 2007). Furthermore, tenure insecurity does
not motivate people to invest in sustainable land-use practices
(Holden and Otsuka 2014) and can be critical to food security,
livelihood opportunities, and poverty reduction (Gyau et al.
2014). Tenure insecurity can also lead to conflicts, instability, and

Ecology and Society 24(1): 9
https://www.ecologyandsociety.org/vol24/iss1/art9/

the exclusion of vulnerable groups, such as women and indigenous
people (ILC2014). Nevertheless, Gregersen and Contreras (2010)
ascited by Beauchamp and Ingram (2011) pointed out that classic
tenure rights are not actually a guarantee of sustainable
management. What matters is considering the existing customary
and regulatory frameworks to ensure local level empowerment
and institution building (Fomété and Vermaat 2001, Gregersen
and Contreras 2010).

Cost and governance structures favoring unfair redistribution of
forest benefits

The process and costs related to community forests allocation and
acquisition contribute to limit most community members’
chances of deriving substantial benefit from their already limited
rights. This constitutes a fertile ground for continual abuses and
misappropriation of forest benefits by state officials, elites, and
logging companies. Indeed, the choice, application for, and
acquisition of a legal status, as well as the preparation of an
application file and the simple management plan required for a
community forest allocation are financially and technically
demanding in terms of resources. Most of the concerned
communities are unlikely to possess such resources (Brown and
Schreckenberg 2001, Djeumo 2001, Boutinot et al. 2016,
Rainforest Alliance 2016). Mbile et al. (2009) estimated these costs
at between US$12,000 and US$24,000 while USAID (2011)
estimated them to be up to US$55,000. Therefore, most often,
communities must develop formal or informal partnerships with
other actors to have sufficient resources to complete the process
(Djeumo 2001). Though this can generate significant downstream
returns (Brown and Schreckenberg 2001), it has been shown that
it contributes to the danger of capture by community elites
(Brown and Schreckenberg 2001, Oyono 2009, Rainforest
Alliance 2016) and creates opportunities for logging companies
to get into the process (Djeumo 2001, Boutinot et al. 2016).
Indeed, in some areas, many initiatives are financed by logging
companies based on contracts signed with communities that
confer them the right to exploit the timber in the community’s
forests once they are allocated (Djeumo 2001, Cuny 2011).
However, previous studies (Auzel et al. 2001, Cuny 2011, Ezzine
de Blas et al. 2009, 2011, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016) suggest that
due to insufficient government checks and extensive corruption,
logging companies do not usually respect the exploitation rules
set in the simple management plan of the community forest. As
such, they end up overexploiting the forest. Moreover, the
communities only receive a small part of the profits generated by
the forest and are left at the end with a forest empty of all its high-
value trees (Auzel et al. 2001, Cuny 2011, Ezzine de Blas et al.
2011, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016). This practice also has a cost for
the state because the companies use the community forest to avoid
regulatory constraints on the concessions including the
requirement for management plans. They also often evade taxes
when they operate under the umbrella of community forests
because the latter are not expected to pay taxes (Fomété and
Vermaat 2001, Oyono et al. 2006, Mvondo 2006, Karsenty 2007,
Morrison et al. 2009, USAID 2011, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016).

Furthermore, even when a community exploits its forest, high
transaction costs are found along the value chain accruing from
its exploitation (Mbile et al. 2009, Foundjem-Tita et al. 2014).
The high transaction costs generally result from the lack of market
information, the long distance to markets, and high
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transportation costs (Ezzine de Blas et al. 2009). This might
explain the low incentive for market-oriented activities, inefficient
exploitation of the forest resources, and the low net benefits
derived from forests by local communities observed on the
ground. Therefore, external actors such as an NGO can play a
significant role in tackling these issues by supporting communities
with technical and financial resources that communites usually
lack (Ezzine de Blas et al. 2009). Indeed, providing external
support to people from the establishment of the community forest
to its exploitation can help achieve a high degree of vertical
integration and thus increase the rents captured by people from
their forest (Ezzine de Blas et al. 2009, Beauchamp and Ingram
2011). The extra payments may be both in terms of net timber
revenues and labor-related income (Ezzine de Blas et al. 2009).
Nevertheless, as highlighted by Beauchamp and Ingram (2011),
external supports do not always correlate with positive outcomes
and can be detrimental and costly if insufficient and can also
create dependency. Thus, it is crucial to ensure community forests
receive adequate support while ensuring they do not become
dependent on external supports.

In communities in which the forest is effectively exploited, there
are challenges regarding the redistribution of the benefits between
community members. An analysis of the first communities to
obtain community forests in Cameroon by Fomété and Vermaat
(2001) showed that benefits sharing ranged from distribution on
an individual basis to more complex arrangements. The latter
generally considers community diversity and often results in
significant multiplier effects for the whole community. According
to Merlet and Fraticelli (2016), in Cameroon, incomes from
community forests are usually monopolized by a minority of
players and not redistributed to communities. This is supported
by Ezzine de Blas et al. (2011) who studied 20 community forests
in Cameroon. They found that 76% of the money earned by these
community forests was distributed among specific actors or
interest groups. Only 24% was invested in community
development projects as specified in community forests simple
management plans. Similarly, Cuny (2011) estimated the share of
benefits used for community development at 16%; the rest being
shared among the management committee members, forestry
administration, and local administrative authorities. In fact, as
observed by Oyono et al. (2006), many community forests in
Cameroon still have no explicit, structured, internal regulations
to guide the management of the income from the community
forest. Consequently, forest people only get benefits from the
community forest when the management committee decides to
invest or share the money earned from forest exploitation. This
practice often leads to conflict at the community level (Djeumo
2001, Fomété and Vermaat 2001, Cuny 2011, Ezzine de Blas et
al. 2011). In such circumstances, women and youths, because of
existing cultural values and norms, are more vulnerable and
susceptible to receive little or no benefit.

When logging companies have contracts with communities,
Mbatu (2012) and Merlet and Fraticelli (2016) observed that what
is received from companies by communities in terms of payments,
direct contributions in kind, and social benefits (roads, schools,
hospital, etc.) is often insignificant compared to what is specified
in the contracts. Moreover, as stipulated by Oyono et al. (2007),
local communities are seldom involved in negotiations and
decision making about socioeconomic amenities to be established
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at the village level. Mbatu (2012) indicated that deals with loggers
are usually made to benefit only powerful elites and not the
community. As suggested by Merlet and Fraticelli (2016), these
observations might be explained by the gaps in the existing laws.
In fact, one of the objectives targeted by the Government of
Cameroonin the 1994 Forestry Law, is to involve forest-dependent
people in managing forest resources and to enable these groups
to obtain substantial benefit from it. However, the law did not put
enough mechanisms in place to ensure the forest is managed
equitably and sustainably with the effective participation of all
stakeholders.

Stakeholders’ relationships, decision making, information flow,
and barriers to procedural equity

Participation, representation, and decision making in community
forestry management

Community forests allocation process can last for up to four years
(Cuny 2011) and is described as long and complicated by
communities (Auzel et al. 2001, Cuny 2011, USAID 2011,
Rainforest Alliance 2016). This lengthy process is sustained by
unethical practices. For instance, the signature of the management
agreement and its renewal need the decisional involvement of
many local-level civil servants who sometimes try to gain rents
out of the process (Oyono 2009). In most cases, community forest
initiators in Cameroon are nonresident elites. These elites often
use their relationships within the central government, superior
knowledge of administrative procedures, and financial resources
to comply with the requirements set by the central administration.
Occasionally, these external elites work in tandem with internal
elites such as the traditional authorities to whom they offer
responsibilities in the community forest management committees
(Djeumo 2001, Cuny 2011, Oyono 2009, Merlet and Fraticelli
2016). Many of these community forest management committees
operate without full community participation and lack
transparency and downward accountability, especially regarding
decision making about the management of community forest
revenue. Consequently, most benefits from community forest are
captured by local elites (Mvondo 2006, Oyono et al. 2006, 2007,
Karsenty 2007, USAID 2011, Merlet and Fraticelli 2016). Indeed,
these management bodies are established without competitive
election or democratic process. Co-optation and self-
appointment are frequently used with no provision for sanctions
in case of mismanagement (Oyono et al. 2007). The combination
of the above therefore contributes to maintaining the status quo
and to normalizing mismanagement of forest revenues.

Similarly, and from gender, rights, and power perspectives, these
leaders also take advantage of local, cultural, and traditional
values and norms that give priority to men, well-educated and
wealthy community members to control the natural resources and
the benefits accruing from it. Thus, women, youths, or generally
poorer community members who do not possess the skills and
competencies are unlikely to be represented and/or participate
effectively in management committees and make their voices
heard. These groups sometimes innocently believe that their elites
are well placed and better educated to make decisions for the
community, probably because of the convincing discourse of
these elites who usually disguise their real intentions behind
common community interests at the start of the project. Also, as
claimed by Fomété (2001), some of the difficulties above can be
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attributed to the fact that many communities ignore the resources
they are entitled to and their duties regarding the community
forest management. Thus, he recommends the creation and
maintenance of a transparent flow of information among all
stakeholders involved in community forestry to increase local
people participation in the overall process and improve forest
governance in general.

Access to information on law and procedures

Diverse actors that do not necessarily share the same ideas and
interests regarding forestland policies intervene in the community
forestry in Cameroon (Cuny 2011, Ongolo 2015, Djiegni et al.
2016). Communities, public sector, private enterprises, and local,
national, and international NGOs, among others compete for the
various policies that are designed to satisfy their desires. Mbatu
(2012) observed little or no flow of information between these
different stakeholders. However, to assist communities and other
stakeholders, in Cameroon, the Ministry of Forest and Wildlife
published The Manual of the Procedures for the Attribution, and
Norms for the Management of Community Forests in 1998. The
manual describes the standards and procedures concerning the
presentation and the processing of applications for community
forests. It further defines the minimum consultation procedures
required for the legal allocation of a community forest (Fomété
and Vermaat 2001). A revised version of the manual was
published in 2009. In practice, although the manual is available,
it has not been largely distributed and most communities are not
aware of its existence (Beauchamp and Ingram 2011).
Furthermore, most forest inhabitants are illiterate and the few
who can read and write find it difficult to understand and interpret
policy documents (Mbatu 2012). Therefore, communities are
likely to be dependent vis-a-vis external actors and more
vulnerable to greedy loggers and government official imposters,
putting their rights at risks. Ensuring that forest people have access
to all relevant regulatory information can increase their capacity
to influence decision making and to effectively manage their
forests. Sufficient access to information can provide safeguards
against external abuse and elite capture, and can ensure equitable
benefit sharing and informed community planning (Beauchamp
and Ingram 2011, Fomété and Vermaat 2001).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS

After reviewing some of the existing literature addressing equity
in community forestry in Cameroon over the past 20 years, we
concluded that: a lack of clarity of the Cameroon forestry law
vis-a-vis who the “community” refers to in the term “community
forest”; an inequitable distribution of forest resources between
the permanent forest (richer) and the nonpermanent forest
domain (poorer and to which community forests belong); the cost
associated with the community forest allocation process;
corruption, illegal, and unethical behavior in the private sector;
and the insufficient technical and financial capacities of
communities, have prevented community forestry from making a
significant contribution to the country’s development, sustainable
forest management, and equitable improvement in forest people’s
well-being.

Moreover, the review points out that, although in theory
community forestry is aimed at increasing local people’s access to
forest revenues, in Cameroon, political and administrative elites,
sometimes in collaboration with logging companies, have taken
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advantage of the weak internal organizational capacity of forest
communities to misappropriate the highest share of the revenues
generated by community forests at the detriment of local people.
It can also be said that most issues related to distributive and
procedural equity can be attributed to the poorly structured
socioeconomic and legal environment within which community
forestry in Cameroon is implemented.

The increasing interest of communities and governments in
community forests calls for a better understanding of conditions
required for a sustainable, profitable, and equitable management
of forest resources and benefits. The study revealed that many
studies have questioned the concept of community forestry as
defined in the law (Brown 1999, Ekoko 2000, Brown and
Schreckenberg 2001, Cuny 2011, Ezzine de Blas et al. 2011). This
means that regarding contextual equity, a clear definition of
“community” is required to allow local populations to develop
appropriate representation and accountability through legitimate
and accountable institutions. Cameroon could learn from the
Democratic Republic of Congo where the forest law specifically
defines a community as “a population traditionally organized on
the basis of custom and united by bonds of solidarity in a clan
or a kin, underpinning its internal cohesion [...] characterized by
its attachment to a particular land” (Vermeulen and Karsenty
2017:3). Such a definition is necessary to socially and legally
position the entity in charge of managing the forest on behalf of
the community. A transfer without conditionality of forest
management rights to communities and an extension of their
rights to the richer part of the forestlands by the state is also
required to enhance distributive equity. Those in charge of
managing the forest on behalf of the community should be
democratically elected by all community members. This could
improve procedural and distributive equity by building a strong
sense of community ownership, reducing disparities, and limiting
the risk of rents capture.

Several factors such as the technical and managerial capacities of
communities, access to and the quality of natural resources, access
to finance, and legal resources can highly influence the
profitability and distribution of benefits within a community
forest (Beauchamp and Ingram 2011). Thus, community forests
should be empowered to develop sustainable forest management
plans, apply best forestry practices, strengthen their
administrative and organizational capacities, and invest in
strategies that add value to their products and enable them to
penetrate premium markets for wood and other forest products.
Improving transportation infrastructure and community access
to market information could reduce transaction cost, facilitate
market access, and help communities to move toward greater
vertical integration. Promoting and strengthening community-
based financial and credit systems could enable communities to
fund their community forest independently of external supports.
The design of benefits-sharing mechanisms that prioritize the
most vulnerable and forest-dependent groups, such as women, is
needed to reduce gender and social inequality. The role and
influence of the vulnerable and less represented in decision
making should be increased to improve on procedural equity.
More collaboration, cooperation, transparency, and information
flow among the various stakeholders, and the setting of
mechanisms that ensure the respect of forest policy provisions
and its monitoring could be useful for this purpose. Finally,
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continued legislative and institutional reforms are needed to bring
about these improvements in community forestry. These strategies
could help in achieving a high degree of distributive, contextual,
and procedural equity, and also contribute to sustainable forest
management, increase forest incomes, and improve forest people’s
livelihoods. Decentralization has proven its ability to increase
justice and equity by increasing community participation. Thus,
future research should investigate: (1) the readiness of the central
government to effectively transfer management competencies to
communities, and (2) the profitability and sustainability of
economic activities undertaken by community forest enterprises.
Also, the meaning “equity” among the different community
forestry stakeholders in the Cameroonian context needs to be
known. This is necessary to effectively and efficiently support
them in the design of more equitable policies and benefit-sharing
mechanisms.

Responses to this article can be read online at:
http://www.ecologyandsociety.org/issues/responses.

php/10656
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