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Community forests in Namibia are central to promoting sustainable 

and participatory forest governance and enhancing livelihoods in 

communal land areas. Significant support from the government and 

the donor community has helped to establish community forests and 

promote more sustainable harvesting practices. However, community 

forests still face a number of challenges, and it is particularly important 

that sustainable funding models be developed that are less dependent 

on donors. Stronger partnerships between community forests and 

conservancies appear to be one way in which their viability may be 

enhanced.

I N T R O D U C T I O N

Namibia is the most arid country south of the Sahara. While the 

Namib Desert extends over much of the western region of the country, 

precipitation levels vary widely across Namibia. Most of the country’s 

territory (65%) is covered by sparsely wooded savannah, while denser 

woodlands occur in the wettest regions in the north-east, accounting for 

about 20% of total land cover.2  

Although Namibia is not a forest-rich country, the woodland savannah 

plays an important ecological and socio-economic role, supplying wood 

and timber for a variety of uses, as well as non-timber forest products. 

Namibia’s woodland savannah forms part of Southern Africa’s extensive 

dryland forests, which are increasingly being recognised as a valuable 

yet threatened ecosystem that plays a key role in supporting livelihoods 

in the region.3 Improved governance of Namibia’s forest resources 

R E C O M M E N D A T I O N S

•	 Forest	management	plans	for	

community forests should be 

improved to form a meaningful 

basis for practical, day-to-day 

forest management activities. 

The development of forest 

management plans and annual 

community forest work plans 

requires enhanced support from 

the	DoF.

•	 Community	forests	need	

improved funding models to 

support	the	FMCs	in	carrying	out	

their activities. Where possible, 

community forests should 

be linked more closely with 

conservancies, which will require 

closer collaboration among the 

relevant support agencies and 

government departments. 

•	 The	DoF	should	consider	

appointing	FMC	members	as	

salaried honorary forest officers 

in	line	with	the	Forest	Act,	in	

order to contribute to the financial 

sustainability	of	FMCs.

•	 More	research	is	needed	to	

assess the socio-economic benefits 

derived from community forests 

and to capture lessons from well-

functioning	FMCs.	Sustainable	

harvest levels and the growth 

responses of key timber species 

and non-timber resources should 

be assessed to support improved 

forest management planning.
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therefore promises not only ecological benefits but 

also a direct, beneficial impact on local livelihoods, 

particularly for the rural poor. 

N A M I B I A ’ S  F O R E S T R Y  G O V E R N A N C E 
F R A M E W O R K

Prior to independence in 1990, Namibia’s dry wood-

lands were not under any systematic management, 

nor had any forest reserves been proclaimed, 

despite the fact that forestry governance legislation 

had been in place since at least 1925.4 In the 

more densely wooded north-eastern regions, 

unsustainable harvesting took place throughout the 

pre-independence period. 

In the early 1990s the government of the newly 

independent Namibia placed great emphasis on 

a more sustainable and equitable approach to the 

exploitation of natural resources. This also applied 

to the forestry sector, with the establishment 

of	 a	Directorate	 of	 Forestry	 (DoF)	 shortly	 after	

independence to manage and develop Namibia’s 

forest sector. A forest policy was promulgated in 

1992, followed by the development of a 10-year 

strategic plan, which was published in 1996. The 

strategic plan laid the basis for greater involvement 

by local communities in forestry governance, 

particularly through the establishment of community 

forests. In the 1990s work also started on updating 

Namibia’s forestry legislation, culminating in the 

promulgation	of	the	Forest	Act	in	2001.	

Communal land in Namibia covers 26 million 

hectares, representing 36% of total land cover. About 

7.5 million hectares of communal land is forested.5 

Pre-independence, Namibia’s traditional natural 

resource governance practices were undermined by 

colonial policies, racially discriminatory legislation, 

poaching and environmental stress (such as 

drought). This led to the breakdown of traditional 

community resource governance practices and 

widespread ecological degradation. A more formal 

approach to community-based natural resource 

management (CBNRM) was initiated in the 1980s 

as a response to drought and poaching, with an 

initial focus on rebuilding wildlife numbers and 

ensuring that local communities derived direct 

benefits from wildlife resources.6 The subsequent 

establishment of conservancies on communal land 

has been supported by both communities and the 

government, resulting in the significant recovery 

of wildlife and improved livelihoods in many 

communal land areas.

Community forests were intended to extend 

Namibia’s experience with CBNRM to the area 

of	 forest	 governance.	 The	 Forest	 Act	 of	 2001	

specifies that community forests can be established 

through a written agreement between the minister 

responsible for forestry and the representatives 

of those who have rights over the relevant area 

of communal land, provided that the consent 

of the chief or traditional authority is secured. 

Local representatives are required to set up a 

management authority to organise governance 

and day-to-day forest management activities in 

the community forest. The Community Forestry 

Guidelines published	 by	 the	 DoF	 specifies	 that	

members of the management authority should be 

democratically elected and engage regularly with 

community members. The management authority 

for community forests typically takes the form of a 

Forest	Management	Committee	(FMC).

The	Forest	Act	 further	 gives	 the	 community	

the right to manage and use forest produce and 

other natural resources, and to graze livestock. 

The exploitation of these resources must be 

based on a management plan developed by local 

stakeholders	 in	 collaboration	 with	 the	 DoF	 to	

ensure the sustainable use of available resources. 

The management authority of a community forest 

may dispose of forest produce from the community 

forest and permit community members to graze 

livestock and carry out agricultural activities or any 

other lawful activities.7

S T R E N G T H E N I N G  C O M M U N I T Y 
F O R E S T  R E S E R V E S

The first community forests were proclaimed in 

2006, when 13 community forests were established. 

In 2012 a further 19 community forests were 

gazetted. Namibia’s community forests now cover 

an area of 2.55 million hectares.8 The Community 

Forestry Guidelines provides a detailed overview 

of the steps required before and after the gazetting 

of a community forest. It recognises that in many 

areas of Namibia, forest resources are limited 
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and the benefits from community forests cannot 

compete with the potential income from game 

management, livestock or agriculture. It therefore 

proposes that in most cases an incremental 

approach to community forestry is pursued, 

following a less burdensome management process. 

After the establishment of a community forest, the 

FMC	is	expected	to	lead	an	implementation	and	

monitoring phase, which includes the development 

of a forest resource inventory and needs assessment, 

followed by the development of an integrated forest 

management plan. Subsequent phases include 

the implementation of the management plan 

and ongoing monitoring, updating and capacity-

building activities.

The forest management plan for each 

community forest should provide estimates of 

sustainable harvest levels for a range of available 

resources (timber, firewood, poles, etc.) as well as a 

harvesting schedule. These estimates should then be 

elaborated on in the annual work plans developed 

by	 the	 FMC	 in	 co-operation	 with	 the	 DoF.	 In	

practice, however, harvest levels have come to be set 

through	block	permits	issued	by	the	DoF,	despite	the	

fact	that	neither	the	Forestry	Act	nor	the	guidelines	

describe this system. It has been argued that block 

permits	were	developed	by	the	DoF	when	it	became	

apparent that the forest management plans would 

take a long time to complete and annual work plans 

were either absent or poorly developed.9 

The quality of forest management plans remains 

a concern, as these plans are central to the effective 

management	of	community	forests.	FMC	and	DoF	

staff members concede that in many cases forest 

management plans are either absent or incomplete.10 

Often the forest inventory report is used as a 

management plan, and estimates of allowable 

harvest levels are either not specified or vague. In 

effect, the use of block permits ensures that much of 

the decision-making on the use of forestry resources 

remains	with	the	DoF	rather	than	the	relevant	FMC.	

For	example,	commercial	harvesters	who	have	been	

issued	a	permit	by	FMCs	to	harvest	in	community	

forests are still required to secure transport and 

marketing	permits	from	the	DoF.	

Despite	 the	 fact	 that	 the	DoF	plays	a	central	

role in determining harvest levels in community 

forests, the implementation of CBNRM approaches 

in Namibia’s forestry sector has increased local 

communities’ sense of ownership of forest resources 

and promoted more sustainable forest governance 

practices. A review of management practices in 

the Kwandu and Okongo community forests 

notes that the communities manage these forest 

resources carefully.11 While data on forest cover and 

reforestation in community forests is limited, an 

assessment of development funding for community 

forests noted that large-scale deforestation 

through commercially oriented illegal logging had 

decreased significantly in community forest areas. 

The assessment added, however, that the theft of 

wood could not be entirely controlled due to the 

large areas that required monitoring and the limited 

capacity	of	FMCs.12

The potential of community forests to generate 

revenue differs according to the geographic and 

social dynamics of specific sites. More densely 

wooded areas naturally have a higher revenue 

potential. The availability of non-timber products 

can also provide local communities with revenue. 

In certain community forests, harvesting of the 

devil’s claw plant (Harpagophytum procumbens) can 

contribute significantly to local incomes, as there is 

a high demand for this product from international 

pharmaceutical companies. Nevertheless, comm-

unity forests have generally proven to have less 

revenue potential than conservancies, which 

generate funds primarily through tourism 

and hunting. The socio-economic benefits of 

community forests lie primarily in their ability to 

enhance rural livelihoods by providing fuel wood, 

building materials, grazing, medicinal plants and 

other resources, rather than generating sufficient 

revenues for significant poverty alleviation. 

There has been significant donor support for 

the establishment of community forests since the 

1990s, but it is essential that a more self-sustaining 

finance model is developed. Increased revenues 

may also allow the more consistent remuneration 

of	FMC	members,	thereby	helping	to	address	the	

high	staff	turnover	in	many	FMCs.	

C O N C L U S I O N

CBNRM approaches to resource governance have 

helped to increase the participation and buy-in of 
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local communities in resource governance activities. 

These approaches do not entail government 

departments’ simply ceding responsibility and 

decision-making powers to local communities. 

Rather, they require a new form of partnership in 

which both local communities and the government 

co-operate effectively to protect ecosystems and 

enhance their contribution to livelihoods. Donors 

have typically played a key role in supporting 

the establishment of CBNRM initiatives, but if 

their long-term viability is to be assured, greater 

effort must be made to establish and support 

economically self-sustaining governance structures 

at the community level. The establishment of 

community forests in Namibia reflects many of 

these broader trends. Improved partnerships, 

more sustainable financing models and improved 

management planning are central to ensuring that 

community forestry in Namibia flourishes.

E N D N O T E S

1 Alex Benkenstein is the Programme Manager for 

the Governance of Africa’s Resources Programme at 

the South African Institute of International Affairs 

(SAIIA); Simeon Hengari is a Research Associate at 

Windhoek Research and Data Analysis Consultants 

(WRaDAC); Werner Mbongo is a Research Associate 

at WRaDAC and a Research Assistant at the Southern 

Swedish	Forest	Research	Centre.	Simeon	and	Werner	

were	both	employees	of	the	Directorate	of	Forestry	

in management capacities for a combined period of 

12 years and were involved in the establishments of 

community forests.

2	 Okitsu	S,	‘Factors	Controlling	Geographical	Distri-

bution in Savanna Vegetation in Namibia’, African 

Study Monographs, 30, 2005, http://www.africa.

kyoto-u.ac.jp/kiroku/asm_suppl/abstracts/pdf/ASM_

s30/11OKITSU.pdf. 

3 See SAIIA’s online resources on dryland forest 

management in southern Africa, SAIIA, http://www.

saiia.org.za/events/making-the-case-for-southern 

-africas-dryland-forests. 

4	 Namibia,	Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Water	and	Forestry	

–	Directorate	of	Forestry,	A Forest Research Strategy 

for Namibia (2011–2015), Windhoek, 2011; also see 

the	Forest	Act	of	1968	and	the	Forest	Conservation	

Ordinance of 1925.

5	 Namibia,	Ministry	of	Agriculture,	Water	and	Forestry	

–	 Directorate	 of	 Forestry,	 Community Forestry 

Guidelines, Windhoek, 2005, http://www.mawf.gov.

na/Directorates/Forestry/documents/community_

forestry_guidelines.pdf.

6 Jones BTB, An Analysis of International Law, National 

Legislation, Judgements, and Institutions as They 

Interrelate with Territories and Areas Conserved by 

Indigenous Peoples and Local Communities – Report No. 

4, Namibia. Delhi: Natural Justice, 2012.

7 Jones BTB & JI Barnes, Preparing for REDD in 

Dryland Forests: Investigating the Options and Potential 

Synergy for REDD Payments in the Miombo Eco-Region 

(Namibia Country Study). London: International 

Institute for Environment and Development, 2009.

8 See NASCO (Namibian Association of Community 

Based Natural Resource Management (CBNRM) 

Support Organisations), Archives, http://www.nacso.

org.na/news_archive.php; for a map of the current 32 

gazetted community forests see NASCO, http://www.

nacso.org.na/dwnlds/refs/Community%20forests.jpg. 

9 Schusser C, ‘Community forestry: A Namibian case 

study’, ETFRN News, 53, April 2012, www.etfrn.org/

file.php/86/6.1.c.schusser.pdf.

10	 Interviews	with	DoF	and	community	forest	represen-

tatives, 2011.

11 Parviainen T, Role of Community Forestry in Rural 

Livelihood and Poverty Alleviation in Ohangwena and 

Caprivi Regions in Namibia, Publication 55, academic 

dissertation, University of Helsinki, Department of 

Economics and Management, 2012, www.helsinki.fi/

taloustiede/Abs/Pub55.pdf. 

12	 KFW,	Ex Post-Evaluation Brief: Promoting Commu-

nity Forests in Namibia, 2013, https://www.kfw 

-entwicklungsbank.de/PDF/Evaluierung/Ergebnisse-

und-Publikationen/PDF-Dokumente-L-P_EN/

Namibia_Gemeindew%C3%A4lder_2013_E.pdf. 

The Governance of Africa’s Resources Programme (GARP) is funded by the Norwegian Ministry of 

Foreign	Affairs.	SAIIA	gratefully	acknowledges	this	support.

© SAIIA 2014   All rights reserved. Opinions expressed are the responsibility of the individual authors and not of SAIIA.




