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1. INTRODUCTION 
For four consecutive days, 27-30 September 2021, 
roughly between 150 and 240 individuals, from 38 
countries dispersed around our planet and representing 
a range of sectors, tuned into Zoom to attend the 
first Asia-Pacific Forest Governance Forum (FGF), 
organised by the Centre for International Development 
and Training (CIDT) at the University of Wolverhampton 
and BirdLife International. The Forum showcased 
a variety of perspectives in forest governance, 
monitoring and conservation in that region, including 
and especially those less frequently heard, in order to 
exchange insights and highlight achievements. This 
FGF was delivered as part of a wider multiyear project, 
“Strengthening non-state actor involvement in forest 
governance in Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and 
Papua New Guinea.”

The Strengthening non-state actor 
involvement in forest governance 
project
Funded by the European Union and led by BirdLife 
International, the multiyear project aims to enhance 
the power of Non-State Actors (NSAs) in four target 
countries, Indonesia, Malaysia, the Philippines and 
Papua New Guinea, to engage in decision-making, at 
a variety of administrative levels and in international 
policy processes, as well as to become increasingly 
involved in nature conservation and forest monitoring 
activities. Organisations partnering with BirdLife 
International are CIDT, Burung Indonesia, the Haribon 
Foundation (Philippines), the Malaysian Nature Society, 
Tenkile Conservation Alliance (Papua New Guinea) and 
the University of Papua New Guinea.

Few know forests and environmental resources 
better than the local and Indigenous people whose 
cultures, livelihoods and well-being depend on them, 
yet these communities exist in a difficult context 
and often their views and knowledge are often not 
taken into consideration during the development and 

implementation of forest policies. Forest and nature 
conservation across the Asia-Pacific region are hindered 
by problems of weak governance, corruption and lack of 
accountability. Transparency, access to information and 
the right to participate in decision-making constitute 
additional stumbling blocks. In those cases where 
infractions and illegal activities are identified, frequently 
enforcement does not follow. Also, communities and 
small organisations lack political influence and face 
gaps in technical knowledge and experience. 

The project’s focus is therefore to help communities and 
civil society establish forest-monitoring programmes 
and set up conservation activities on the ground. It 
trains them to use state-of-the-art technologies and 
information software tools that permit mapping, 
reporting suspected infractions in real time, and that 
complement existing international and national forest 
conservation and governance initiatives. 

All four project countries are developing/implementing 
Reducing Emissions from Deforestation & Degradation 
(REDD+) strategies, so the project accords particular 
attention to national strategies to tackle deforestation 
and enhance conservation, as well as to an important 
model for improving forest governance and tackling the 
illegal timber trade, the EU’s Forest Law Enforcement, 
Governance and Trade (FLEGT) Action Plan. Project 
partners receive support and capacity strengthening on 
technical skills needed to assess and contribute to such 
forest governance framework processes. 

One of the project aims is to foster cooperation and 
information-sharing among networks of well-informed 
NSAs, encouraging cross-border cooperation and peer-
to-peer learning, reinforced by providing materials and 
training. Helping to build such networks, bridging levels 
from local to national, and across national and regional 
frontiers with a view to encouraging relationships 
that outlast the project is the CIDT Forest Governance 
Forum’s contribution.

Above: Closing session: key messages from the Forum and way forward for the next decade

https://cidt.org.uk/forest-governance-forum/fgf-asiapacific-2021/
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2. THE ASIA-PACIFIC FOREST GOVERNANCE FORUM 
The Asia-Pacific Forest Governance Forum was 
organised by CIDT with support from BirdLife 
International and project partners. This was the first 
FGF to be held in/for the Asia-Pacific region and the 
twelfth in a series of similar events delivered by CIDT 
in Central and West Africa. The FGFs are modelled 
along the well-known Chatham House bi-annual Global 
Forum on Forest Governance formerly known as the 
Illegal Logging Update meetings. 

Innovative ideas flourish through exchange. As with 
those before, the aim of this FGF was essentially 
to provide an opportunity for NSAs to discuss their 
experiences around forest conservation, forest 
monitoring, tackling illegal logging, biodiversity 
protection and contributing to improved governance 
in the region; to update each other about grappling 
with similar issues in dissimilar national, regional, 
and sectoral perspectives. Beyond this, the FGF’s 
purpose was to provoke thought about which tools 
and strategies are helpful, where advances can be 
made, or where challenges lie in order to carry forward 
lessons for tackling the world’s deforestation, climate 
and biodiversity crises and to lay the groundwork for a 
more nature-positive future.

FGF Approach 
The overall approach of the FGF was to ensure that 
a spectrum of voices was heard, and not only the 
loudest: Particular attention was placed on trying to 
get the word out to Indigenous and local community 
groups and smaller civil society organisations, to 
invite their contributions. Where social media did not 
yield many leads, regional contacts in the region were 
approached to help seek contributions from interesting 
organisations and individuals off the well-trodden path. 
The effort to be inclusive yielded the practical need to 
offer Bahasa interpretation for Indonesian participants, 
and French interpretation to ensure that exchange 
extended beyond the regional context, to the French-
speaking Congo Basin.

Another particular concern was to avoid preaching to 
the choir: Contributions were sought across a range of 
disciplines and sectors, and considerable effort was 
made to achieve balance, inviting government officials, 
representatives from the private sector, researchers 
and academics, international organisations and 
Indigenous representatives as well as civil society 
organisations. 

FGF Structure 
Among the challenges to structuring the FGF was 
the ongoing COVID-19 pandemic: The event was 
initially planned to be held in Jakarta, Indonesia, over 
two full days, with the luxury of the option to go on 
a little longer where discussions are lively, to pursue 
unanswered questions during breaks, to continue 
debates after hours, offering break-out sessions 
for topics tailored to narrower interests and also to 
provide the opportunity to network. 

Given global travel restrictions, everything was 
reconfigured to fit a virtual format. That required 
compressing time allotments to accommodate online 
fatigue, which in turn posed the challenge of choosing 
topics with broader appeal while remaining targeted 
enough to focus on issues of specific importance to 
governance and conservation. The topics on which the 
organisers settled were those offering a broad range of 
issues critical to forest governance. They are explored 
below; links to the summaries sent after each day’s 
proceedings, and to the PowerPoint presentations 
themselves are also provided. The decision was 
made to hold the FGF over four days, while limiting 
time spent online to a two-hour session daily. Each 
session featured a specialist chair, a respected 
figure in the sector with experience pertinent to the 
subject, to guide participants through four to six daily 
presentations, and to stake out time for question-and-
answer sessions. A balance of representation among 
the panellists was emphasised, from government, civil 
society, research institutes, Indigenous and community 
organisations, the private sector. Of this, the private 
sector proved the most difficult to engage, although 
the representatives who did participate were certainly 
forthcoming.

A practical consideration
The time that CIDT’s Technical Organising Committee 
had hoped might be gained by no longer having 
to arrange venues, accommodation, flights, meals 
and technical needs on the ground was, as it turns 
out, quickly reassigned to addressing technical and 
computer issues. Great sympathy for the nervousness 
engendered by the situation notwithstanding, technical 
issues had to be explained across continents and 
global time zones, without the possibility to trouble-
shoot in person – to open the appropriate programme, 
for instance, or reach over and press the right key 
on the keyboard. Among many of the individuals 
participating in the FGF, concerns at computer failure 
ran quite high: several participants took the trouble to 
film and submit presentations ahead of time, in case 
of patchy Internet or computer failure on the day itself. 
CIDT’s team, Daniela Baur and Habiba Mohamed, dealt 
calmly with this by making CIDT’s communication ever 
clearer, even more concise and always reassuring.
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3. DAILY FGF SESSIONS
Day One: Acknowledging both the urgency of the 
climate and biodiversity crises and the truth that 
these cannot be addressed without the input of 
all stakeholders, the FGF opened with a high-level 
panel discussion about “The Role of inclusive and 
effective forest governance in achieving an equitable, 
carbon-neutral and nature-positive future.” The panel 
featured representatives of government (EU Delegation 
to Thailand), academia (CIDT), civil society (BirdLife 
International), a research institute (CIFOR), Indigenous 
Peoples (former UN Special Rapporteur for the rights 
of Indigenous Peoples) and the private sector (Timber 
Trade Federation-UK). They stressed that climate 
and biodiversity are both addressed through forest 
conservation, and were alerted to the dangers of 
excluding local and Indigenous communities from 
decision-making, as well as the need to simplify 
complex legislative frameworks and to put real tools – 
monitoring, complaints mechanisms, access to justice 
– in the hands of affected, and especially vulnerable 
people. 

The first technical session focused on global 
and regional to local approaches and challenges 
in improving forest governance, biodiversity 
conservation and climate change. In addition 
to learning about private sector plans to launch 
new forest initiatives, and the need to uphold the 
transparency and participation that FLEGT has brought 
into the forest sector, participants heard from an 
international organisation leading a tree-planting 
initiative in global biodiversity hotspots; from another 

acting as a ‘trusted broker’ between government and 
populations in several Southeast Asian countries. 
Finally, smaller organisations outlined projects that are 
increasing the skills and market-reach of a sustainable 
community timber business in Indonesia, and helping 
Indigenous communities demarcate lands for the first 
time in Papua New Guinea. 

Please find a summary of day one’s proceedings and 
grouped PowerPoint presentations.

Day Two shifted attention to “Monitoring forest 
change at the global and local levels”, demonstrating 
how scientific tools and datasets, paired with 
monitoring on the ground, are able to improve the 
building blocks of effective forest governance, 
transparency and accountability. Panellists presented 
examples of the Open Timber Portal’s use in the Congo 
Basin; how communities use WRI’s Global Forest 
Watch to track forest change and the ForestWatcher 
app for real-time reporting of infractions; how local 

Above: CIDT open the first Asia-Pacific FGF

Above: Bridging the gap between civil society organizations 
and state actors in the Mekong region. Robin Aus Der Beek, 

RECOFTC – Centre for Forests and People, Thailand

Above: Citizens’ Action for Monitoring Ecosystem (CAME) as 
citizen initiated monitoring system for Key Biodiversity Areas, 

Josiah David G. Quimpo, Haribon Foundation, Philippines

Above: Participatory GIS and Web Portal on Community Forestry, 
Thaowan Giorno and Sarinthip Promit, Raks Thai Foundation & 

RECOFTC Thailand Programme

Above: Global forests need global governance, 
David Hopkins, Timber Trade Federation, UK

https://youtu.be/83w1YzJTk3k
https://youtu.be/83w1YzJTk3k
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/fgf-round-up-day-1.pdf
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/FGF-Session1-Slides-1.pdf
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BirdLife partners rely on the Forest Loss Dashboard to 
map forest loss. Innovative local schemes were also 
presented: a “crowd-sourcing data-collection” scheme 
in the Philippines that employs an android app to 
report observations; a 68 organisation-strong forest 
and timber monitoring network led by Indigenous and 
local people in Indonesia; a determinedly consensual 
Participatory Geographic Information System that is 
used to demarcate customary land use in northern 
Thailand, reducing conflict dramatically. 

Please find a summary of day two’s proceedings and 
grouped PowerPoint presentations.

Day Three discussions centred on how different types 
of non-state actors working in forest governance 
and biodiversity conservation find ways to bridge 
conflicting interests and build networks. WRI 
Indonesia has trained networks of mandated and 
nonmandated independent forest monitors, and 
shared its five-step method of distinguishing between 
legal and illegal forest activities also with local 
authorities and media. A Filipino CSO representative 
underscored the importance of accurate data and 
early involvement in getting an industry-led Forest 
Bill withdrawn and introducing a Sustainable Forest 
Management Act. An Indonesian CSO representative 
described how they “followed the money” of the illegal 
timber trade, in cooperation with national money-
laundering authorities and media, across national 
borders to external timber markets. A representative 

of EU and US donor institutions discussed confusion 
caused by overlapping government forest mandates 
affecting 25 million people in the Philippines, and 
the need for CSOs to help smallholders navigate 
complex rules and assert their rights. A private sector 
representative illustrated how a geothermal energy 
producer works with local communities to protect 
the watershed and monitor biodiversity beyond their 
holding. Finally, a small conservation organisation 
in Papua New Guinea works exclusively with local 
Indigenous Peoples, pairing a hunting moratorium with 
food security projects, for example, and developing 
a nature monitoring app that integrates Indigenous 
concerns.

Please find a summary of day three’s proceedings and 
grouped PowerPoint presentations.

Day four looked to the future, beginning with a 
technical session to explore means of Sustaining 
change and maintaining the momentum to meet 
the challenge of the coming decade. Members of 
the academic community analysed actual NGOs’ 
experience monitoring illegal logging in the Congo 
Basin to determine which model of government-NGO 
relationship is most effective. BirdLife presented 
a flexible, equitable financial mechanism that 
supports small, green enterprises not considered 
‘bankable’ by large financial institutions until they 
are strong enough to attract more finance. A CSO/
academia representative outlined advocacy efforts 
that span all of Malaysia’s administrative levels, 
from grassroots forest watch platform throughout 
the national territory, to conservation efforts across 
Borneo, to efforts to push the government to honour 
international conservation and climate commitments. 
A Cameroonian CSO shared insights about the types of 
support they had to provide to help standardise uneven 
IFM methods in the Congo Basin and create a mutually 
reinforcing network. Finally, the representative of 
an Indonesian IFM fund discussed importance of 
supporting and expanding independent financing 
for the CSOs that help ensure compliance with the 
national legality system (SVLK) and FLEGT licensing. 

In closing, Day four’s high-level panel looked back over 
Key messages from the Forum in order to determine 
the way forward. As they had been throughout the 
conference, voices from different sectors were heard. 
A CSO member was struck by how far CSOs had 
advance in terms of sharing lessons and using global 
technologies, and by the diversity of roles they could 
now take on. The private-sector head of a national 
sustainable business council saw opportunities for 
businesses to improve forest governance, but also 
for conflict in terms of competition for land. An 
Indigenous youth representative eloquently reminded 
participants that forest governance and conservation 
are also matters of identity for local and Indigenous 
Peoples, and defending the environment, in many 
national contexts, truly means risking their lives. A 
member of a leading research think-tank stressed that, 

Above: Session 3: The role of non-state actors of different kinds in forest 
governance and biodiversity conservation. How do we build capacity of 

CSOs and their (local, national, regional) networks?

Above: Enhancing transparency and accountability through robust forest 
data: WRI’s Global Forest Watch platform and the Open Timber Portal, 
Gabrielle Nussbaum & Achille Djeagou World Resources Institute (WRI)

https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/fgf-round-up-day-2.pdf
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/FGF-Session2-Slides.pdf
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/fgf-round-up-day-3.pdf
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/fgf-round-up-day-3.pdf
https://youtu.be/K3Y0stETqN4
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given the increasing uncertainty in the world, NSAs 
are a rich, diverse resource on which governments 
should increasingly rely. Finally, an adviser to the 
UK COP26 Presidency struck an upbeat note; as the 
largest gathering of world leaders since the pandemic 
began, proposals tabled at COP26 have the potential 
to drive climate ambition and to support initiatives 
on the ground. In conclusion, a representative of 
the Sarawak Forestry Corporation spoke on behalf 
of the Malaysian Government to underscore the 
importance of accountability and transparency, which 
in turn encourage people to trust and cooperate with 
government actions to support sustainability. 

Please find a summary of day four’s proceedings and 
grouped PowerPoint presentations.

4. WHO SHOWED UP? PARTICIPATION AND ENGAGEMENT
Over the four days, individuals from 38 countries 
distributed across the planet, representing 186 unique 
organisations and 224 organisations with multiple 
representations, tuned in to listen and exchange. 
The number of attendees varied from session to 
session, but retention throughout each session 
remained fairly if not perfectly constant. In total, 753 
individuals attended; specifically:

Day one 238 attendees
Day two 176 attendees
Day three 191 attendees
Day four 148 attendees

The representation across disciplines/sectors also 
remained fairly constant throughout the Forum, as 
indicated; below, both the range and the final average 
are given by sector.

Academia 14-18% total 16%
Civil society 39-45% total 41%
Community 6-9% total 7%
Government 9-12% total 10%
International 11-17% total 14%
(International bodies such as the UN, USAID)

Private sector 8-12% total 10 %
Non-affiliated 1-2% 1 %

Attendees were scattered across the world’s times 
zones and continents. While countries partnering in the 
broader project made up the lion’s share of attendees, 
many outliers were present – sometimes in surprising 
numbers – that reflect the long-lasting nature of 
relationships built in the course of previous projects 
(e.g., Nepal, 31; Cameroon 41), and the global concern 
with the issues discussed.  

Australia (13), Belgium (1), Benin (1), Bhutan 
(1) Cameroon (41), Canada (2), Central African 
Republic(1), Chad (3), China(4), Congo-RoC (3), 
Congo-DRC (9), Côte d’Ivoire(11), Ethiopia (2) Fiji (1), 
France (5), Gabon (1), Germany (7), Ghana (5), India 
(3), Indonesia (106), Japan (6), Laos (6), Liberia (3), 
Malawi (2), Malaysia (115), Myanmar (3), Nepal (31), 
Netherlands (2), Papua New Guinea (21), Philippines 
(152), Rwanda (2), Singapore (21), Solomon Islands 
(3), Taiwan (4), Thailand (11), United Kingdom (69), 
United States (74), Vietnam (8).

Above: Session 4: Making a difference for the coming decade: Sustaining 
change and maintaining the momentum to meet the challenge

https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/fgf-round-up-day-4.pdf
https://cidt.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/FGF-Session4-Slides.pdf
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5. KEEPING THE CONVERSATION GOING 
An online forum can never adequately capture the 
human exchanges of a face-to-face gathering. Most 
delightfully, however, many participants did their best 
to instil the chat function with that spirit, sending 
out warm greetings from their corner of the world, 
or offering encouragement, or thanks for the quality 
of presentations, insisting how glad they were to 
have joined in. For instance, in their presentation, 
the private-sector panellist from the Timber Trade 
Federation-UK, David Hopkins, had recognised that 
the private sector was often seen as ‘the enemy’; he 
received many thanks and congratulations for taking 
part in the FGF – as well as more specific questions 
about the benefit of setting up another UN secretariat 
and whether a new platform would be more effective 
at tackling corruption. 

Throughout the proceedings, participants sent 
questions to individual presenters seeking answers to 
technical questions, asking advice, hoping for specific 
insights to approaches that had produced results 
elsewhere. Panellists made valiant efforts to respond, 
and were generous in giving out their email addresses 
and inviting attendees to get in touch. 

A sampling of issues frequently raised includes 
problems of land tenure, the need to secure forest 
protection through long-term sustained livelihoods of 
local and Indigenous communities, the importance of 
consolidating everyone’s investment in FLEGT-VPAs, 
the need to empower women in the forest sector.

Certain participants raised more targeted difficulties, 
or flagged new dangers of which they were aware, 
such as de-gazetting forest reserves and turning 
them into palm oil and mining developments; money 
earmarked for forest conservation that ‘magically 
disappears’ without restoration actually taking place; 
or the excruciatingly slow process of recognising 
customary lands that leads, in effect, to far fewer being 
demarcated than should be. 

Some participants simply contributed their views to 
the discussion: 
• that better forest governance cannot be fully 

achieved by providing funds, knowledge and skills 
among different stakeholders; investment in 
socio-cultural endeavours such as formation and 
enhancement of values is also needed;  
in Cameroon, the Convention on Biological 
Diversity’s Nagoya Protocol on access to genetic 
resources and equitable benefit sharing is proving 
useful in involving stakeholders and motivating 
engagement for conservation and sustainable 
management. 

Certain questions did not receive answers in the time 
allotted; a few are included here as food for thought. 
• Forest land is huge in many of the countries; 

how can developed (urbanised) land be re-
developed or intensified so that these forest 
lands are protected? If they are in private lands, 
owners could well lease them out for logging and 
development. How can governments safeguard 
these forests, apart from convincing the private 
owners?  

• Regarding independent forest monitoring related 
to forestry products: what are your ideas to 
maintain product legality and product sourcing 
sustainability at the level of international trade 
connectivity?  How do donors support indigenous 
peoples in forestry monitoring, especially forest 
products?

• It’s been great to hear all these really interesting 
forest monitoring experiences. How do we best 
share all these ideas/expertise and really build up 
capacity across the region? There seems to be a 
large need to share experiences internationally - 
should we be thinking about further international 
projects?

Above: Closing remarks: Mr Oswald Braken Tisen, Deputy CEO, 
Management and Conservation, Sarawak Forestry Corporation, Malaysia

Above: Vinayagan Dharmarajah, Regional Director, 
BirdLife International -Asia, Singapore
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6. WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? NEXT STEPS. 
Judging by comments received during the FGF and 
emails received afterward, there is a great deal of 
enthusiasm to keep alive discussions about forest 
governance in the Asia-Pacific region, and to solidify 
links being made with groups beyond that region. 

The organisers were pleased with the diversity of 
disciplines represented among the panellists, the 
detailed insight they brought to the meetings and the 
level of participation that this engendered among the 
attendees, as demonstrated by the solid retention 
of participants over the four days. Perhaps the only 
downside was that, since the event was online, face-to-
face interaction, spontaneous exchanges and debate 
were greatly missed. In-person FGFs are usually very 
good opportunities for NSAs and other stakeholders to 
network and form long-term relationships. (As noted 
above, not all was lost, as use of the chat and Q&A 
functions proved very animated.)

Beyond that, CIDT’s Technical Organising Committee 
hope that, funding permitting, the first Asia-Pacific FGF 
it has organised will not be its last. Looking further into 
the future, they hope the groundwork has been laid for 
the partners in these four countries, to prepare and 
deliver similar events. 

The coming decade will be very telling for action on 
climate, nature and development. The stakes are 
so very high. Conservation and advocacy, in their 
multitude of forms and contexts, constitute complex, 
difficult and often dangerous work. What makes it 
just that bit easier is the possibility to share real, lived 
stories and hear insights and innovations from across 
a spectrum of viewpoints in gatherings such as these. 

Nicole Gérard, 21 October 2021

Online resources
For further details of the Asia-Pacific Forest Governance Forum please visit the event web 
page, which contains all sesison recordings, PowerPoint slides and Daily Round-Up documents 
for download. 

https://cidt.org.uk/forest-governance-forum/fgf-asiapacific-2021/

Asia-Pacfic
Forest Governance Forum

Strengthening Non-State Actor Involvement in Forest Governance in South 
East Asia
This event is supported by the European Union as part of this project led by Birdlife 
International. The project supports existing FLEGT and REDD+ initiatives in Indonesia, Malaysia, 
Papua New Guinea and the Philippines through targeted interventions in forest monitoring, 
management, planning and policy. 

https://www.birdlife.org/projects/asia-pacific-forest-governance/

More information
If you would like further information please contact CIDT Project Manager Richard Nyirenda.

R.Nyirenda@wlv.ac.uk

https://cidt.org.uk/forest-governance-forum/fgf-asiapacific-2021/
https://www.birdlife.org/projects/asia-pacific-forest-governance/

