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Malgré les réformes du secteur forestier pakistanais des 
années 1990, qui proposaient des politiques louables, le 
rythme de la dégradation forestière dans la Province de 
la Frontière du Nord-Ouest, où l’on retrouve les forêts les 
plus productives, demeure toujours aussi élevé – se classant 
au deuxième rang mondial. Deux facteurs majeurs con-
tribuent à ce dénouement déplorable : une disjonction 
entre la formulation des politiques et leur implémenta-
tion sur le terrain, et des embouteillages institutionnels 
qui empêchent des réelles avancées tout en perpétuant 
les pratiques traditionnelles d’implémentation. Au coeur 
du problème est un contexte de gouvernance pernicieux 
qui rend tout changement structurel en pratiques de 
gestion presque impossible. Le manque de volonté poli-
tique évident est une conséquence plutôt qu’une cause du 
problème de gouvernance. À petite échelle, cette étude 
souligne une relation inverse entre le degré de partici-
pation gouvernementale dans de grands projets et leur 

succès, accentue le besoin de définir clairement les droits 
de propriété et ceux liés aux ressources, et enfin démontre 
l’importance de considérer l’hétérogénéité des commu-
nautés dans l’élaboration des schémas participatifs. Cet 
article avance toutefois que le contexte de gouvernance 
pernicieux crée un cadre dans lequel même ces dével-
oppements positifs seraient inévitablement sabotés par 
les intérêts particuliers. La réforme du système de gou-
vernance nécessiterait l’adoption de politiques au niveau 
national. À court terme, la seule solution face à la dé-
gradation forestière se fonde sur le marché et optimise 
les droits d’importation afin de rendre compétitif le prix 
du bois en provenance d’autres pays. Cela permettrait 
au Pakistan d’éviter les contraintes institutionnelles qui 
sont à la source de la dégradation.

Pakistan’s current forest degradation rates are the second 
highest in the world. The country inherited a top-down, 
command and control forest management system from 
the British at independence and maintained it until a 
series of commendable forest sector reforms in the 1990s. 
However, a decade and a half later, degradation rates 
in the North West Frontier Province, an area that hosts 
Pakistan’s most productive timber forests, remain just as 
high. Two major factors have caused the dismal outcome: 
a disconnect between the policy and its on-ground imple-
mentation, and institutional bottlenecks that have pre-
vented genuine transformation while incentivizing the 
perpetuation of traditional implementation practices. At 
the heart of the problem lies a perverse governance con-
text that makes structural shifts in management practices 
virtually impossible. The lack of political will evident in 
such cases is then a consequence, and not necessarily a 
cause, of the governance problem. At a micro level, this 
study points to an inverse relationship between public 

sector involvement in major initiatives and successful 
outcomes, highlights the need for clearly defined property 
and resource rights, and underscores the importance of 
understanding the heterogeneity of communities in or-
der to better craft participatory reforms. However, this 
article contends that the perverse governance context cre-
ates a framework in which even such positive develop-
ments will inevitably be undermined by vested interests. 
Since reforming the governance system is a task that 
requires overarching policy changes transcending sec-
toral boundaries, the current situation leaves a positive 
breakthrough in forest management at the mercy of a 
national level overhaul. The only short-term solution to 
forest degradation is a market-based alternative involv-
ing rationalization of import duties/taxes to render the 
price of foreign timber competitive. Such a policy would 
allow Pakistan to sidetrack the institutional constraints 
behind excessive degradation.
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Pakistan has witnessed excessive degradation of its forest resources over the past few de-
cades. There has been little effort to determine the underlying causes of this high level 
of degradation. The meagre debate generated has focused on the need to transform 

Pakistan’s traditional top-down forest management practices into a more inclusive approach. 
Such suggestions are in line with global literature on the subject, which has increasingly been 
advocating participatory forest management as a means to reverse negative trends in degrada-
tion.

Since 1992, Pakistan has attempted to move toward a participatory forest management 
framework through a number of legally binding policies. However, there has been little effect 
on degradation levels. Given that a major shift toward inclusive forest management has yielded 
highly positive results in a number of other countries, Pakistan’s case presents an interest-
ing anomaly, the analysis of which may inform broader literature on forest management. Is 
Pakistan’s failure to arrest degradation through participatory forest management attributable 
to context-specific factors? Or has Pakistan simply failed to apply global models efficiently? 
If the answer is the latter, then determining the reasons behind the improper application of 
these models may well prove useful in informing ongoing or future efforts to transform forest 
management in both Pakistan and other countries.

This paper will present an overview of Pakistan’s experience with inclusive forest man-
agement practices to determine the key underlying factors which may have caused the fail-
ure to arrest forest degradation. The focus of the paper is on North West Frontier Province 
(“NWFP”), where an overwhelming majority of Pakistan’s productive, natural timber forests 
are situated. Incidentally, these are also the forests which are experiencing the highest rates of 
degradation. Given the extremely high economic value attached to NWFP forests, and the real 
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incentives to circumvent official management-related protocols, there has been marked strain 
on the institutional and legal framework for forest management in NWFP. For this reason, 
almost all major forest sector management interventions in the country have been designed to 
tackle degradation specifically within this province.

The discussion in this paper draws from secondary as well as primary sources. Pakistan’s 
forest sector is a relatively understudied area, and while literature exists on official policies and 
institutional and legal issues confronting the sector, there is little information on the status and 
perception of the resource-dependent communities which remain central to the debate on for-
est management in Pakistan. The field work outlined in this paper aims to fill this void.

While the scope of the primary information collection exercise is limited and no represen-
tative sample was drawn, the study focuses intensely on one of the most richly forested areas 
in the NWFP - the Matta Valley in Swat - to capture the perceptions of local communities. 
The villages in the Matta Valley were mapped, and the valley was divided into three eco-
zones based on differences in altitude, and agricultural and ecological characteristics. A total of 
twelve villages were picked from the three eco-zones and a Focus Group Discussion (“FGD”) 
was conducted in each, with community members purposively picked on the basis of their 
knowledge about local forest resources. In the FGDs, the consultation focused primarily on is-
sues concerning resource rights, royalties, the relationship between state departments and local 
communities, and the reasons for excessive degradation. In addition to the FGDs, forest sector 
experts were also consulted. A total of twenty-three respondents were targeted. The interviews 
sought to solicit views on the key bottlenecks in the forest management system and the kind 
of measures required to remedy the situation. 

2. STATE OF PAKISTAN’S FORESTS 

Pakistan is poorly endowed with forest resources. Woody biomass is disappearing at a rate of 
4-6 per cent per annum, the second-highest in the world.1 If forest degradation continues at 
this rate, the entire woody biomass stock of the country is likely to be consumed between 2015 
and 2020.2

In 1992, at the start of the forest reform process in the country, forests covered 4.8 per 
cent of the total land area of Pakistan.3 Notwithstanding the aim of the Forest Sector Master 
Plan (“FSMP”) to double forest cover in twenty-five years, forest stands have decreased signifi-
cantly since 1992. Between 1990-2005, Pakistan lost 625,000 hectares, which constitutes 24.7 
per cent of its total forest cover. This statistic by itself speaks to the failure of forest reforms 
to produce desired outcomes. The situation is dismal even in qualitative terms. Good quality 

1 Pakistan, Ministry of Environment, Local Government and Rural Development, Biodiversity Action Plan 
1998 (Islamabad, 1998) at 13 [Pakistan Biodiversity Action Plan]. 

2 Ibid. at 13. Some optimistic estimates suggest that forests may last until 2040-2050. See Lubna Hasan, 
“An Anatomy of State Failures in the Forest Management in Pakistan” (2008) [unpublished] at 1. Online: 
University of Munich Personal RePEc Archive <http://mpra.ub.uni-muenchen.de/6513/>. 

3 Pakistan, Ministry of Environment, Local Government and Rural Development, Forestry Sector Master 
Plan (Islamabad, 1992) at 1-1 [Pakistan Forestry Sector Master Plan]. 
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tall-tree forests4 cover only 400,000 hectares, constituting less than 0.5 per cent of total land 
area of the country.5

NWFP’s forests have had to bear the brunt of these degradation trends. Apart from the 
quantitative losses, qualitative impact has left almost half of the crown area with a canopy 
cover of less than 25 per cent.6 The only forest areas that have managed to escape high levels 
of degradation are those situated in steep zones at a height of over 2000 meters. Forest land in 
plains or minutely steeped areas are severely degraded.7

3. GLOBAL DEBATE ON FOREST MANAGEMENT

Global literature broadly points to two systems for management of forest resources: (i) a com-
mand and control approach, and (ii) an incentive-based framework. Traditionally, the bulk 
of environmental regulations in developing countries have maintained a focus on command 
and control structures and relied on robust enforcement mechanisms for their success. Yet 
these mechanisms have proved extremely difficult to implement in many cases because of 
the conflicting interests of various stakeholders vying for influence over the formulation of 
policies that impact on environmental concerns.8 The long history of governmental failures to 
implement command and control mechanisms has led to a gradual move toward market-based 
forces to ensure environmental protection.9 As Oates and Portney highlight, economists are 
increasingly inclined to use incentive-based instruments, flowing out of a cost-benefit analy-
sis of adopting regulations to protect the environment.10 Meaningful incentives to promote 
sustainable forest management (“SFM”) are now thought to be products of mechanisms that 
either directly empower local communities to take responsibility, or ones that restructure the 
system by replacing  traditional top-down approaches with enforcement mechanisms which 
empower local actors.11

The idea of co-management between public departments and resource-dependent com-
munities seeks a role for the latter as active members in the policy formulation and implemen-
tation process. While this is now considered common wisdom, empirical evidence suggests a 
need to pay careful attention to context-specific nuances. In his study focused on Eastern and 
Southern Africa, Mogaka cautions that for local communities to play a successful role in SFM, 

4 Tall-tree forests are defined as having a canopy cover of 50 per cent or more.
5 Pakistan Biodiversity Action Plan, supra note 1. 
6 Government of NWFP, Provincial Forest Resource Inventory NWFP Pakistan, Draft Final Report (Pesha-

war: Department of Forestry, Fisheries and Wildlife Department, 2000) at 8.
7 Ibid. at 30 and 38. 
8 Roger D. Congleton, The Political Economy of Environmental Protection: Analysis and Evidence (Michigan: 

University of Michigan Press, 1996). 
9 Charles E. Kay, “Are Ecosystems Structured From the Top-down or Bottom-up: A New Look at an Old 

Debate” (1998) 26 Wildlife Society Bulletin 484 at 493.
10 Wallace E. Oates & Paul R. Portney, “The Political Economy of Environmental Policy” (2001) discussion 

paper 01-55 Resources for the Future 1 at 8-27.
11 Caroline Howard, G Meijerink & Hoang Hoe, “Incentives for Improved Forest Management and Tree 

Planting” (Paper submitted to the XI World Forestry Congress, Antalya, Turkey, 13-22, 1997) [un-
published] summary online: Food and Agriculture Organization, Forestry Programme <http://www.fao.
org/forestry/docrep/wfcxi/PUBLI/V4/T24E/2-18.htm>. 
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“they must receive greater economic benefits from conserving forests than from degrading 
them”.12 In a study based in India, Yadama suggests that in order for a joint forest management 
program (“JFM”) to produce a favourable outcome, the program must devolve authority to 
forest dwellers in a sincere manner and empower all members of the community.13 Similarly, 
for programs such as JFM to work in the long run, Gutman emphasizes the need to make 
significant income transfers from the rich urban population to the rural poor as compensation 
for their contribution to the system.14

A relatively new co-management concept in global forestry is the public-private partnership 
(“PPP”). With public sector failure and international pressure to involve the private sector re-
flected in a number of international conventions, the private sector’s role in forest management 
has rapidly increased over the last fifteen years. Countries are now seeking to find the optimal 
balance between private sector participation and government control in order to produce opti-
mal results. Literature on SFM is increasingly converging on the fact that a mix of public and 
private sector presence provides the best hope, through its injection of additional resources and 
efficiency into the system.15 A number of developing countries have already proven the merit of 
private sector involvement, under conditions where incentive regimes in line with market realities 
and catering to sustainability concerns have been instituted.16

While traditionally a PPP involves the transfer of a public service to a private sector entity, 
Khan highlights the much broader nature of PPPs and their ability to take various forms.17 Within 
the forest sector, countries have successfully experimented with transferring ownership, striking 
lease and concession agreements, or merely allowing the private sector a role in forest management 
practices.18 In some cases, the private sector and communities are in direct partnerships, with the 
role of the public sector delegated to that of a silent monitor. Private sector organizations have 
entered into direct agreements with local landowners (Indonesia, Ghana, Canada, Papua New 

12 Hezron Mogaka et al., Economic Aspects of Community Involvement in Sustainable Forest Management in 
Eastern and Southern Africa (Nairobi: IUCN-The World Conservation Union, 2001) at 4.

13 Gautam N. Yadama, Forest Dependent Survival Strategies for Tribal Women: Implications for Joint Forest 
Management in Andhra Pradesh, India (Bangkok:  Food and Agriculture Organization, 1997) at c. 7.  

14 Pablo Gutman, Forest Conservation and the Rural Poor: A Call to Broaden the Conservation Agenda (Wash-
ington D.C.: World Wildlife Fund, 2001) at 8 [Gutman]. 

15 For an overview of the trends and experiences of private-sector involvement in the forest sector around 
the world, see Natasha Landell-Mills & Jason Ford, Privatising Sustainable Forestry: A Global Review 
of Trends and Challenges (London: International Institute for Environment and Development, 1999) 
[Landell-Mills & Ford].

16 For examples of some successful PPP experiences around the world, see Aregash Asfaw, “Public Private 
Partnership Projects of the GTZ in Ethiopia” (Lecture presented to the Ethiopian Conference, German-
Ethiopian Association, 5-6 March 2005) [unpublished], online: <http://www.deutsch-aethiopischer-ver-
ein.de/PPPs%20in%20Ethiopia_Aregash_050305.pdf>.

17 Shaheen R. Khan et al., The Quest for Sustainable Forest Management: Exploring Public-Private Partner-
ships in the Forestry Sector in Pakistan, working paper 107 (Islamabad: Sustainable Development Policy 
Institute: 2008) [Khan et al.]. Also see Stephen P. Osborne, ed., Public-Private Partnerships: Theory and 
Practice in International Perspective (London: Routledge, 2000) at 11-13 [Osborne].

18 Landell-Mills & Ford, supra note 15 at 7-31.
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Guinea, India) for the supply of forest products.19 Arrangements have been diverse, and have 
entailed outgrower schemes, joint ventures and service payment arrangements.20

The presence of robust institutions is key to the success of incentive-based forest manage-
ment. In his seminal work on economic institutions, North defines them as a set of rules that 
dictate human behaviour with the aim of making it more predictable.21 North recognizes the 
presence of both formal and informal institutions and lends weight not only to the presence 
of regulations (formal) and norms (informal), but also to the means to properly enforce them. 
Institutions unable to enforce regulations are rendered futile. That said, lack of enforcement 
remains commonplace, especially in circumstances where a subset of stakeholders perceives a 
loss from robust functioning of the prevailing institutions.22 As North puts it, imperfect en-
forcement can be caused by “the fact that enforcement is undertaken by the agents whose own 
utility functions influence outcomes.”23 In essence, to be effective, an incentive regime must 
ensure a net benefit for the enforcers.

Most pertinent to our discussion is the economic institution of property. Clearly defined 
property rights play an important role in the success of any incentive-based forest management 
technique. The manner of utilization of natural resources largely depends on the property 
rights regimes which govern agent behaviour.24 Without clear and enforceable property rights, 
investment by businesses or communities in SFM is unlikely.25

Property rights do not merely imply titles of ownership. Rather, they refer to a wide range 
of rules that determine access to and use of resources.26 According to Macpherson, property 
is to be viewed not only as an asset, but as a right “that will be enforced by the society or the 
state, by custom or convention or law.”27 As Lubna argues, this makes the social recognition of 

19 James Mayers & Sonja Vermuelen, Company-community Forestry Partnerships: From Raw Deals to Mutual 
Gains? (London: International Institute for Environment and Development, 2002). The paper covers 
case studies of community-private sector partnerships around the world.

20 Under outgrower schemes, companies contract communities or individual landowners to supply a certain 
quantity of a particular resource (e.g. timber) under varying price arrangements. Joint ventures are part-
nership arrangements where the company and community participants share equity and split the profits 
in proportion to their respective shares. Service payment arrangements entail a direct payment from the 
companies if communities agree to protect natural resources in areas allocated to a private entity; alterna-
tively the company agrees to provide social services (health, education) within the local area in return for 
the protective role played by the communities. For case studies of such schemes, see Ibid. at 25-90. 

21 Douglass C. North, Institutions, Institutional Change and Economic Performance (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1990) at 3-4 [North].

22 Lubna Hasan, Analysing Institutional Set-up of Forest Management in Pakistan, Research Report No. 182 
(Islamabad: Pakistan Institute of Development Economics, 2001) at 4 [Hasan].

23 North, supra note 21 at 54.
24 Tom Tietenberg, Environmental Economics and Policy (New York: Harper Collins, 1994) at 31.
25 Daniel A. Reifsnyder, “Issues and Opportunities for Investment in Natural Tropical Forests” (Remarks to 

International Tropical Forest Investment Forum, Cancun, 26 April 2006) [unpublished] online: United 
States State Department, <http://164.109.48.103/g/oes/rls/rm/2006/65800.htm> [Reifsnyder].

26 Ruth Meinzen-Dick et al., “Gender, Property Rights, and Natural Resources” (May 1997) 29 Food Con-
sumption and Nutrition Division, International Food Policy Research Institute 1 at 1.

27 Crawford B. Macpherson, “The Meaning of Property” in Crawford B. Macpherson, ed., Property: Main-
stream and Critical Positions (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1978) 1 at 3 [Macpherson].
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the claim to property imperative.28

Reifsnyder points to many kinds, degrees and modes of property rights that vary from 
region to region.29 Perhaps most important in the Pakistani context are the local community 
rights, which are often limited in their scope, restricted to small patches of degraded land and 
applicable to only a handful of natural resources. This results in inadequate incentives for SFM 
and leads to unsustainable use of the available natural resources. Moreover, even when they 
are clearly defined, property institutions are notorious for their lack of enforceability. This can 
result from gaps and inconsistencies in policy and legal provisions, distortions in policy imple-
mentation, inadequate research, study and technical assistance to local communities, difficult 
community characteristics and settings, lack of awareness and unjust social structures, among 
others.30

Forest degradation is directly relevant to the poverty level of resource-dependant com-
munities. While many claim poverty is a major cause of forest degradation, Gutman suggests 
that the poverty-environment linkage is extremely complex.31 While the rural poor may be the 
immediate cause of forest degradation, this is often driven by other “intermediate and root 
causes” such as an economic crisis.32 He highlights forest services as an important source of 
livelihood for the rural poor and suggests that it is in the interest of the poor to protect forests 
and the services they provide. Based on data from Pakistan, Ali et al. indicate that in addition 
to subsistence use by poor resource-dependent communities, forest degradation is caused by 
the inefficient management of public departments mandated to a certain sector.33 The study 
advocates a revised approach favourable to poor communities that identifies constraints for the 
poor and assists in an equitable distribution of resources. Gutman goes further by singling out 
specific factors that need to be addressed if poverty alleviation and conservation are to comple-
ment each other.34

4. FOREST MANAGEMENT IN PAKISTAN: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE 

During British colonial rule over undivided India and subsequently after Pakistan’s indepen-
dence in 1947, forest rules and regulations were governed by the Forest Act 1927.35 The Act 
extended across the country with the exception of Hazara,36 and Northern Balochistan, where 
the NWFP Hazara Forest Act 1936 and Balochistan Forest Regulation 1890 applied respective-

28 Hasan, supra note 22 at 6.
29 Reifsnyder, supra note 25.
30 For an excellent overview of opposing positions on the status and enforcement of property rights, see 

Macpherson, supra note 27.
31 Gutman, supra note 14 at 4.
32 Ibid. at 4-5.
33 Tanvir Ali, Babar Shahbaz & Abid Suleri, “Analysis of Myths and Realities of Deforestation in Northwest 

Pakistan: Implications for Forestry Extension” (2006) 8 International Journal of Agriculture and Biology 
107 at 108-110.

34 Gutman, supra note 14 at 4-5.
35 The Indian Forest Act 1927 (1927). 
36 Hazara is one of the most richly-forested areas of NWFP. Combined with another division, Malakand 

(which encompasses the district of Swat), these two account for 50 per cent of the total NWFP forests.
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ly.37 Forestry has remained a provincial responsibility throughout Pakistan’s history, with the 
provincial government being solely in charge of forest management and the Provincial Assem-
bly having sole powers to amend forestry laws.38 The role of the central government is limited, 
yet critical for providing overall policy vision to the forest sector across provinces.

The colonial forestry laws were designed to maintain centralized control over forest re-
sources. They reflected the perception of British authorities that local communities posed the 
main threat to the sustainability of forest resources. Consequently, the laws were rigid, based 
on tight command and control stipulations. Effective control was ensured through strict pun-
ishments, which included heavy fines and penalties for transgressors. The forest Acts provided 
huge discretionary enforcement powers to authorized personnel, specifically the Forest Officer 
in the 1927 Act and the Deputy Commissioner in the 1936 Act.39 The focus on command and 
control procedures meant that incentive-based structures were largely ignored. In fact, none of 
the regulations required any substantial stakeholder participation or community involvement 
in either designing or implementing the regulations. There was no mention of social forestry 
or private sector initiatives either.

While the forestry Acts constituted statutory law governing forest resources, Pakistan (even 
British India) has always had two de jure institutions managing rights in parallel: statutory law 
and customary law called riwaj. While seemingly complementary to each other, they actually 
contain inherent contradictions which muddle the property and resource rights regimes. In a 
historical study of Swat’s forest management, Rome describes the historical tensions between 
statutory and customary law and points to the ineffectiveness of both formal and traditional 
dispute settlement mechanisms.40 The co-existence of these two institutions implied that while 
statutory law clearly stipulated forest governance rules, each of the different ethnic groups 
who inhabit the forested areas of NWFP had their own set of institutions governing natural 
resource use.41 Unlike statutory law, the institutions embedded in customary law are adaptive, 
albeit slowly, to changing biophysical and socio-economic circumstances. Yet, customary law is 
community-centered in its essence and, despite its gradual evolution, has continued to uphold 
ownership rights of local communities.

Post-independence, under the provincial government management system, statutory law 
dictated customary rights, including those related to subsistence. Statutory forest laws essen-
tially upended the customary rights framework by instituting the state as the ultimate owner 

37 Zahid Hamid, Regional Study on Forest Policy and Institutional Reforms: Review of Laws and Policies Gov-
erning Participatory Social Forestry in Pakistan (Manila: Asian Development Bank, 2002) at 8.  

38 Forests were included in the Provincial Legislative List in the 1956 Constitution. They were not men-
tioned in the Central Legislative List of the 1962 and 1973 Constitutions (Ibid. at 8).  

39 India, The NWFP Hazara Forest Act 1936 (1936) ss. 12 & 13; India, The Indian Forest Act 1927 (1927) 
ss. 6, 11, & 14. 

40 Sultan-i-Rome, Forestry in the Princely State of Swat and Kalam (North-West Pakistan): A Historical Per-
spective on Norms and Practices, IP6 Working Paper No. 6 (Zurich: Swiss National Centre of Competence 
in Research North-South – Pakistan Research Group, 2005). This theme is implicit throughout the 
paper. 

41 For an analysis of tensions between statutory and customary law, see S.R. Khan et al., “Institutions, Com-
munities and Natural Resource Degradation: Evidence from Swat,” working paper, Sustainable Develop-
ment Policy Institute, Pakistan [forthcoming in 2009].
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and arbitrator in all matters. The formal legal system carried over the presupposition from 
British India that communities were predators of the environment and thus that their role 
needed to be minimized in order to stop degradation. Consequently, the provincial govern-
ment tended to restrict subsistence access to forest resources. This caused tremendous resent-
ment among local resource-dependent communities, which continued to claim ownership on 
the basis of customary rights.42 In essence, lack of participatory approaches to forest manage-
ment has denied communities any voice in the management of forests.43

Within such a convoluted framework, the Forest Department (“FD”), rather than ensur-
ing a balanced approach, continued to employ a heavy-handed strategy against communities. 
Local villages were depicted as predators responsible for much of the forest depletion, while 
at the same time the commercial vested interests actually causing relentless harm to forest 
resources were given a free hand in exchange for rents or other benefits. This de facto forest 
management system based on current political and economic power constituted the actual 
institutional setting faced by poor forest-dependent households. It removed, for all practical 
purposes, any potential for the local poor to become collaborators with the authorities in the 
sustainable management of forest resources.

5. THE FORESTRY REFORM PROCESS: POLICY AND LEGAL INTERVENTIONS 

The colonial forestry management system satisfied colonial objectives of forest preservation 
through a tight-fisted control and command system with little to no regard for community 
participation. The tenability of such a system, however, in a context where the government is 
attempting to complement SFM with poverty alleviation of resource-dependent communities 
was highly questionable.

Disastrous floods in the north of the country in 1992 played havoc with the region’s forest 
stock and acted as a catalyst to finally force the government to heed a long-standing demand 
to institute a comprehensive forest sector reform process Since 1992, a number of major ini-
tiatives have been undertaken, all aiming to depart from the failures of the inherited colo-
nial system and bring it up to speed with the current local context. The key measures which 
bear relevance to the NWFP reform process are the Forestry Sector Master Plan (1992), the 
National Conservation Strategy (1992), the Sarhad Provincial Conservation Strategy (1996), 
the Hazara Community Participation Rules (1996-97), the NWFP Forest Commission Act 
(1999), the National Forest Policy (1999), and the NWFP Forest Ordinance (2002). They are 
briefly outlined below:

42 Ibid.
43 Moreover, the government’s continuous bureaucratic interference in community forests has led to resent-

ment among communities. A classic example of government-community tensions was the armed agita-
tion against governmental declaration of forests as “protected” in the Dir-Kohistan region of NWFP in 
1976. The authorities had to call on the para-military forces and use air support to subdue communities. 
In Swat, a forest-rich district in NWFP, community claims were pacified by providing a 60 per cent share 
in royalties from timber sale proceeds. Disparate claims over ownership rights have often been contested 
between the government and communities in traditional and statutory courts and many remain unre-
solved to date. For a case study on the issue, see Nasir Jamal, Peoples’ Rights Movement: Dir-Kohistan Forest 
Royalty Issue (Abbottabad: Sungi Development Foundation, 2005).  
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Forestry Sector Master Plan (1992)44

The twenty-five year Forestry Sector Master Plan (“FSMP”) was prepared in 1992. It is an 
overarching document that provides the general vision for the forestry sector and identifies 
priorities over the plan’s period in order to streamline support for the sector in the future. The 
broad goals identified in the plan are to protect, manage and rehabilitate forests, increase fuel 
wood production in upland watersheds and lowland farms, as well as improve land use and 
productivity in order to address rising poverty. The plan, by its very nature, aims to provide 
specific solutions to specific problems in the sector, and provides for a significant expansion of 
governmental capacity to manage forests.

National Conservation Strategy (1992)45

The National Conservation Strategy (“NCS”) seeks to approach the entire set of economic 
concerns through the sustainable development paradigm. The document is not limited to 
forestry. In fact, it is considered the landmark document on incorporating environmental con-
cerns into all national policies. Recommendations of the NCS remain extremely relevant for 
government policy-making today.

Sarhad Provincial Conservation Strategy (1996)46

The Sarhad Provincial Conservation Strategy (“SPCS”) was a direct result of consultations 
that followed the NCS. The SPCS is a NWFP-specific document which, like the NCS, seeks 
to insert sustainable development principles into mainstream provincial policy formulation 
and implementation. The SPCS provided the impetus for much of the forest sector reforms 
proposed during the past decade.

Hazara Community Participation Rules (1996-97)47

The Rules were enacted in 1996-97 and were the first upgrade of the 1936 Hazara Forest Act.48 
The Rules were designed to foster community participation in the management of protected 
and reserved forests by setting a mandate and providing guidelines for the joint forest manage-
ment approach.

The NWFP Forest Commission Act (1999)49

As part of the reform process, in 1999, the NWFP Forestry Commission Act was designed to 
establish an independent commission to oversee the work of the provincial FD as well as to 
ensure proper implementation of various recommendations of the reform process. A Forestry 
Roundtable was also to be established under the Act in order to ensure stakeholder participa-
tion.

44 Pakistan Forestry Sector Master Plan, supra note 3.
45 Pakistan, Planning Commission, The Pakistan National Conservation Strategy (Islamabad, 1992). 
46 Government of NWFP, Sarhad Provincial Conservation Strategy 1996 (Peshawar, 1996).
47 Bernd Steimann, Decentralization and Participation in the Forestry Sector of NWFP, Pakistan: The Role of 

the State, IP6 Working Paper No. 7 (Zurich: Swiss National Centre of Competence in Research North-
South – Pakistan Research Group, 2004) [Steimann].

48 India, The NWFP Hazara Act 1936 (1936). 
49 The NWFP Forestry Commission Act 1998 (Pakistan 1999). 
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NWFP Forest Policy (1999)50

In line with the FSMP, the provincial Forest Policy detailed various objectives to ensure that the 
revised forestry management vision is channelled through an official policy. The policy reiter-
ates the objectives already laid out in earlier policy documents.

National Forest Policy (2002)51

The National Forest Policy outlines the broad set of objectives, casting the net wider than forest 
preservation. It highlights poverty alleviation as a major objective and details an action plan for 
sustainable management of all types of forests.

NWFP Forest Ordinance (2002)52

The entire set of policy documents and initiatives under the NWFP reform process needed a 
legal basis for their effective implementation. Rather strangely, the government delayed the 
move to enact legislation for this purpose. Only in 2002 was the NWFP Forest Ordinance pro-
mulgated. A draft ordinance was initially floated in 2001, which was later revised and enacted 
in its current form. The Ordinance officially replaced the Forest Act 192753 and the Hazara 
Forest Act 1936.54 In 2003-04, detailed forest management “rules” were established under the 
Ordinance to provide a specific regulatory framework to implement the reform process.

The forestry reform process marked the first major initiative in the country to overhaul for-
est management. The process promised much in terms of sustainable use of natural resources. 
Indeed, almost all reform documents stress changes that hold the potential of encouraging the 
forest sector management to move in the right direction. The two guiding principles of the re-
form process are the need for active community participation in planning and implementation 
of the reforms, and the need to involve the private sector in management of forest resources. 
Both are in line with current global literature on the subject.

The NCS emphasizes the need for peoples’ participation across every sector relevant to 
environmental concerns. It specifically underscores the need for FDs to involve communities 
as principal stakeholders.55 The SPCS was a landmark development, in the sense that its for-
mulation was based on extensive stakeholder consultations following the NCS.56 The FSMP 
also echoes this sentiment, pointing to the need for stakeholder involvement in forest manage-
ment. It also highlights the potential role for the private sector in the management of forest 

50 NWFP Forest Policy 1999 (Pakistan 1999). 
51 Pakistan, National Forest Policy 2002. 
52 NWFP Forest Ordinance 2002, Reg. No. P. 111. 2002/1(6)/99-II/4525 (Ord. No. XIX). 
53 Supra note 35. 
54 Supra note 48.
55 Community participation in implementation was at the heart of the National Conservation Strategy. Ten 

of the fourteen program areas of the Strategy, including forest resources, explicitly relied on the need for 
community organizations to implement the plan. See The Government of Pakistan, “Pakistan’s National 
Conservation Strategy: Renewing Commitment to Action” in Arthur J. Hanson, Draft Report of the Mid-
Term Review, (Islamabad: External Review Team, 2000) at 50. 

56 Sarhard Provincial Conservation Strategy, About SPCS-Introduction, online: Sarhard Provincial Conserva-
tion Strategy <http://www.spcs.iucnp.org/wsaa.htm>. 
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resources.57 The NWFP forest policy contains stipulations to this effect as well. The Forest 
Ordinance and the management rules are as enthusiastic about assigning a formal role to the 
communities.58 Finally, other initiatives such as the NWFP Forestry Sector Project, a donor-
funded initiative designed to help institutionalize forest sector reforms, were also based on the 
principle of participatory involvement.59

6. WHY THE FAILURE? 

In their formulation, the policy promulgations are truly exemplary. They encourage policy-
makers to move away from purely command and control structures to enhance the effective-
ness of forest management. The existence of such regulations thus makes NWFP’s failure to 
stop degradation all the more intriguing. The present section seeks to explain the anomaly. The 
analysis suggests that the problem can generally be summed up by highlighting two key con-
straints: (i) a major disconnect between the policies and their implementation; and (ii) serious 
institutional bottlenecks that have prevented transformation and forced perverse implementa-
tion practices to linger. We begin by discussing these two concerns broadly, before analyzing 
specific initiatives to elaborate on the deviations from the reform process’ benchmarks of com-
munity and private sector participation.

6.1 Divergence Between the Policy Vision and the Implementation Framework

The first anomaly in the post-reform system is a discrepancy between the policy vision at the 
macro level and the details of its implementation at a micro level. Rather interestingly, while 
the essence of the colonial forest laws has been eliminated, much of its thrust has deliberately 
been retained at the implementation level. The argument of officialdom is that all stakeholders 
are familiar with the traditional system, and therefore it would be unwise to completely over-
haul it and expect an entirely new framework to be understood and adopted.60 The very ratio-
nale of the process – to dispense with the colonial mindsets – is thus undermined. Maintaining 
the traditional perspective implies the presence of sufficient loopholes for vested interests to 
force the management process to resemble the historical command and control structure. In 
essence, what the reform process has done is provide well-meaning designs on the macro level 
without synchronizing the implementation tools for their achievement.

In line with reform priorities, a number of community initiatives have indeed been un-
dertaken to endow resource-dependent communities with a voice in forest management. Ex-
amples of these measures include the formation of forestry commissions and forestry round-

57 The Plan points to the need for private-sector and community presence in virtually all its proposed initia-
tives. See Pakistan Forestry Sector Master Plan, supra note 3 at 1-2 and 1-5.

58 One of the main objectives and guiding principle of the Ordinance states the need for “involvement of 
local communities and interested parties in the formulation and implementation of forest policies and 
forest management plans.” A number of other provisions on social forestry pertaining to joint manage-
ment, village communities, land leasing, and the like are contained within the document (supra note 52 
at 7).

59  Steimann, supra note 47 at 34-35.
60 Interview of Syed Mahmood Nasir, Deputy Inspector General of Forests, Ministry of Environment, Lo-

cal Government and Rural Development, Government of Pakistan, by Moeed Yusuf (July-October 2006) 
in possession of author.
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tables, and the institution of a number of joint forest management committees (“JFMCs”). In 
reality, however, influential and wealthy members of the villages who have much to gain from 
resisting genuine systemic transformation have dominated these community organizations.61 
Moreover, the viability of concepts such as “social forestry” or “public-private partnerships” 
requires a set of pre-conditions. If these are not provided, mere priority listing does not make 
a difference. Unfortunately, there have been virtually no efforts to lay the groundwork for such 
policy visions.

The prevalence of the policy/implementation disconnect was obvious from discussions 
I undertook with forest sector officials. The interaction revealed a lack of understanding and 
direction on how to discharge duties (which are clearly defined on paper) under the reformed 
system. Steimann terms the achievement of the reform process as mere “deconcentration” as 
opposed to the envisioned decentralization.62 He argues that while forest management tasks 
have been delegated to lower level staff within the FD, officers lack information about the 
reforms and superiors continue to dictate terms along traditional hierarchical lines.63 Conse-
quently, department officers have varying levels of understanding, and as a result they apply 
measures they deem most appropriate for the on-ground situation they confront. There is no 
acknowledgment of the need, let alone an effort to homogenize enforcement mechanisms 
across the board.

Furthermore, while the co-management approach has been adopted, much of the perverse 
incentive structure present in the traditional management system still remains. The perverse-
ness is a function of the fact that the reform process has been unable to address rising timber 
prices, low salary structures of public officials, and the dated penalties, fines, and incentive 
payment levels. A combination of these forces has produced an incentive regime where gains 
from timber felling outweigh the costs in terms of rents as well as the risks involved in the 
activity.  Consider, for example, that a ban on commercial timber harvesting from the 1990s64 
has resulted in skyrocketing timber prices, and increased profit margins from illegal harvesting. 
In a survey of timber retailers and transporters, Aftab and Yusuf (forthcoming) have found that 
rent payments to log and transport timber illegally account for a surprisingly low 5 per cent 

61 Abid Qayyum Suleri, “Regional Study on Forest Policy and Institutional Reforms (RETA 5900): Paki-
stan Country Case Study Inception Workshop” in Inception Report (Peshawar: Asian Development 
Bank – Sustainable Development Policy Research Institute, 2001) at 6 & 17 [Suleri].

62 Steimann, supra note 47 at 91.
63 Ibid. 
64 In 1993, following devastating floods one year earlier in the northern part of the country, the government 

introduced a complete ban on commercial exploitation of natural forests in order to provide time for 
forest managers to address the causes of deforestation and adopt a regeneration strategy. The ban, initially 
implemented for two years, was eventually relaxed in 2001. The ban adversely impacted forest owners 
who depended on income from commercial timber proceeds for their livelihood. This, coupled with the 
extremely weak management of forest resources, prompted interest groups to conduct illegal felling and 
smuggle timber to the markets. Throughout the ban period, owners colluded with timber contractors, 
resulting in a substantial amount of timber being harvested illegally. 
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of the total consignment value.65 While profit margins for the “mafia”66 were not recorded, an 
indication of the lucrative nature of the activity is provided by the profit margins for the end 
retailers, greater than 25 per cent in some cases.67 Given the low rent payments, one can rea-
sonably assume a much higher margin for the mafia. Moreover, the rents for all those parts of 
the system along the supply chain have a positive relationship to the number of consignments 
shipped.68 The higher the volume logged, then, the greater the number of consignments, and 
the higher the payoffs for the mafia.

Given that the owners were forced to sell timber in the black market, they did not manage 
to capture market prices. The mafia maintains tremendous clout over forest sector policy-mak-
ing and is actively involved in timber smuggling.69 The mafia operates under an institutional-
ized mechanism. Timber logging is undertaken with the knowledge of the FD officials assigned 
to an area. A key element of the activity is the co-option of the community elders, who con-
vince the owners to allow logging in return for monetary payments. The mafia is greatly aided 
by the riwaj in NWFP, whereby the decision of community leaders is sacrosanct and any objec-
tion other than by a collective jirga is essentially taboo. As a result, owners are inclined to go 
along with the decision due to the continuing refusal of the state to acknowledge community 
ownership of forests. Lack of clearly defined property rights, then, encourages such predatory 
behaviour on the part of the communities.70

Another major contradiction under the reforms is apparent from the fact that despite 
emphasizing stakeholder participation, a number of initiatives under the reform process were 
formulated following an extremely opaque, closed-door approach. Suleri argues that while the 
policy-making activity was relaxed to broaden the number of those providing input, the group 
was still restricted to hand-picked professionals, leaving the real stakeholders – essentially the 
communities – completely out of the framework.71 The 2002 Forest Ordinance is just one ex-
ample.72 The positive aspects of the Ordinance have been highlighted above. Interestingly, the 
very same document provides additional discretionary powers to FD officials for policing, and 
enforcement and revocation powers to some major community-based initiatives envisioned 

65 The author recently conducted a field survey of 188 retailers and 64 transporters in Pakistan’s four largest 
timber markets. Only a preliminary data analysis thus far has been finalized. This is being done as part of 
a study commissioned by the South Asian Network for Development and Environmental Economics to 
evaluate the implications of market rationalization of timber imports in Pakistan. 

66 “Mafia” is a term we use to refer to the pervasive existence of a significant web between politically-con-
nected personalities who are natives of the forest-rich regions (owners or non-owners), contractors, their 
agents, and FD officials who are co-opted into the web depending on their jurisdiction at any given point 
in time.

67 Ibid.
68 Hasan, supra note 22 at 17-19.
69 A.A. Khan et al., Pakistan, Department of Forests, Fisheries and Wildlife Department, Reforming Forest 

Management in NWFP (10th draft) (Peshawar, 2001) at 11-12.
70 Hasan, supra note 22 at 17-19.
71 Abid Qaiyum Suleri, “Poverty Alleviation and Sectoral Policies: Putting the People at the Centre of De-

velopment” (2003) 10:1 Sustainable Development Policy Institute News and Research Bulletin 1 at 14.
72 Supra note 52. 
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under the reform process.73 A manifestation of the discomfort of objective observers with such 
undemocratic stipulations was that the civil society stakeholders, who had initially supported 
the Ordinance, ultimately distanced themselves from it.74

6.2 Institutional Bottlenecks

By its very nature, the reform process is an ambitious design that requires an overhaul of the 
institutional and legal framework. Unfortunately, since its very inception, it has experienced 
major institutional hurdles largely due to a lack of implementation capacity, and more im-
portantly, due to an obvious lack of political will to carry the reform agenda to the ground. 
Impediments to its implementation lie in the poor governance context in which the FD func-
tions. In broader terms, this is a reflection of the overall situation in the country.

The general lack of good governance and the failure of the process of institutionalization 
are common to much of the developing world. However, there are a number of aspects that are 
peculiar to Pakistan and have a direct impact on the forest sector, the most obvious one being 
the historical context in which it was inherited. As already discussed, the colonial system oper-
ated on a command and control premise, the opposite of what is required for a multi-ethnic 
country attempting to unite its people under the national umbrella. Pakistan has thus been 
struggling ever since to modify the public sector’s functioning, through its national objectives. 
Unfortunately, it has had little or no success; path dependence is obvious.

Today, a pre-independence, British-style bureaucracy plagues the country, while the glob-
al, regional and national contexts are rapidly changing. The result is a state apparatus that is 
highly compartmentalized, lacks inter-agency and inter-tier coordination, prizes itself as being 
traditionally organized and hierarchical, and resists adopting a participatory decision-making 
approach.75 Moreover, with the public sector unable to offer attractive terms of employment, 
the quality of the civil-service cadre is increasingly being called into question. This holds espe-
cially true for the environmental sectors, which are virtually never preferred assignments for 
civil servants.

The effects of national-level apathy are evident in the forest sector management in the 
country. One major hurdle in overcoming the institutional dilemma is the intractable stance 
of the FD, unwilling to delegate authority and involve communities as ‘full participants’ in the 
management process. Barring a few success stories that are discussed later, the FD has main-
tained its heavy-handed approach, granting only token status to the principle of community 
participation. What is actually needed is a shift in the mindset of public departments respon-
sible for forest management, paired with political will at the highest level to push through 
these reforms. However, the forestry reform process seems to have fallen victim to the vicious 

73 For example, with regard to policing, the FD staff is declared a “force” and is allowed to carry weapons 
on duty. The Range Officers are even allowed to open fire (Steimann, supra note 47 at 34).

74 The Sungi Development Foundation was the most important civil society actor that had initially sup-
ported the Ordinance, but eventually withdrew its support for fear of using punitive powers against com-
munities.

75 The author concludes that Pakistan needs to reinvent its civil service. For an excellent overview of the 
problems confronting Pakistan’s civil service and the attempted reforms, see Garth N. Jones, “Pakistan: A 
Civil Service in an Obsolescing Imperial Tradition” (1997) 19:2 Asian Journal of Public Administration 
321.
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“political influence/timber mafia-community exclusion” nexus. Steimann focuses on the FD’s 
apathy as a root problem. He stresses the lack of resources, the poor remuneration and the tra-
ditionally-structured hierarchy as reasons for the lack of motivation amongst officials to change 
their attitude toward inclusive management.76

A measure of the “reformed” FD’s performance was provided by the responses received 
from local communities on the efficiency of its functioning. Communities held an extremely 
negative perception of the department. Interestingly, the nature of government policies were 
not the problem identified. Where the communities seem to be overly concerned is regarding 
the lack of community participation in decisions made by the FD. Needless to mention, with 
continued discrimination against communities, the goal of poverty alleviation continues to 
escape authorities. During conversations with locals, I also witnessed strong resentment among 
marginalized communities, bitter about their lack of a genuine voice despite the reforms.

The problem of unclear property rights has also remained unaddressed. As previously 
discussed, a major cause of excessive forest degradation in the country is the lack of clearly 
defined property and resource rights, and the consequent tensions between communities and 
the government regarding ownership of forest resources.77 Improvement on this front requires 
an overhaul of the current institutional framework governing rights issues. Despite the fact 
that the reform process documents lay immense importance on this aspect, such a change 
has not been forthcoming. Consequently, communities, especially those who feel aggrieved at 
government claims of ownership, have found no real incentive to utilize forest resources in a 
sustainable manner. The Government of NWFP itself has acknowledged that disputed rights 
affect management severely.78 In light of the voluminous literature that points to the need for 
clearly defined rights as the quintessential prerequisite for community-public sector partner-
ships in SFM, the current situation in Pakistan all but eliminates any possibility of synergies 
developing on this front.

Rather than addressing the underlying concerns that have caused the failure of the reform 
process to meet expectations, authorities seem, to some extent, to have written off the experi-
ment. In a move that reinstates the command and control approach, to the glee of vested in-
terests, the NWFP FD’s capacity is now increased to 500 armed men who will be tasked with 
patrolling NWFP forests. Needless to say, this idea will allow for further collusion between the 
FD and the timber mafia, and will potentially lead to more claims that the monitoring capac-
ity provided was inadequate.79 In any case, the latest move represents a step backwards in the 
reform process.

Finally, to compound the problems for the FD, and again reflective of the national gov-
ernance context, forest management is suffering due to the lack of inter-tier and inter-agency 
coordination. Both reflect a lack of political will to rectify the prevailing institutional apathy. 
The lack of inter-tier coordination is evident from the fact that the precise role of the National 
Forest Policy has yet to be agreed upon by the provinces. The NWFP continues to resist any 

76 Steimann, supra note 47 at 78-79 and 92-94.
77 Hasan, supra note 22 at 17-19.
78 Pakistan Forestry Sector Master Plan, supra note 3 at 1-3.
79 The FD has already suggested that it needs at least 3,000 men to ensure proper monitoring. Deploying 

only 500 men is estimated to cost U.S. $1 million (Suleri, supra note 61 at 6). 
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intrusion from the federal government and is pushing for all national policies to be brought 
in line with NWFP’s interests, given that it is home to most of the country’s productive for-
ests.80 Notwithstanding, this goes against the grain of an exceptionally strong “Centre” that 
dominates all spheres of public decision-making. Consequently, the provincial stance has not 
yielded any results. In the final outcome, forest policies have changed frequently – itself an 
indication of lack of political will to implement reforms81 – and the federal officers entrusted 
to enforce forest laws are acting in parallel with the provincial authorities, leading to much 
antagonism and inefficiency.

The lack of coordination among various relevant agencies is perhaps more worrisome. FD 
officials remain bitter toward the revenue, land, and law enforcement agencies. The Revenue 
Department is primarily interested in ensuring land settlements and collecting taxes in the 
forest area. It has faced tremendous resistance from communities in the NWFP, which in parts 
of the province have blatantly rejected land settlement and any possibility of taxation. Conse-
quently, the revenue department has been unable to demarcate parts of the reserved forests and 
has thus had to leave these lands outside this category.82 Given the lack of coordination with 
the forest officials, the FD and Revenue Departments have been sending contradictory signals, 
further alienating the communities and eroding any remaining confidence in the intentions of 
the public sector.

In the same vein, the inability of the FD to liaise with the law enforcement agencies has 
made it impossible to apprehend illegal loggers. In fact, any possibility of such collaboration is 
prevented at the outset by the mafia, which tends to buy out relevant law enforcement agents 
to ensure a smooth passage for the logged timber. The mafia’s clout can be gauged by the fact 
that they are known to regularly intimidate and threaten non-complying officers.83 As a result 
of the failure of law enforcement agencies to play an effective role, civilians have set up their 
own private checkpoints (officially known as SAFI checkposts) in various parts of the provinces 
to prevent transport of timber. One example of a public movement that led to the institu-
tion of such checkpoints in Malakand and Hazara is the Sarhad Awami Forestry Ittehad, a 
donor-driven campaign aimed at providing communities with a voice in forest management.84 
Finally, forest land continues to be perceived as dispensable and is often the first casualty of any 
development project undertaken by the public sector.85 The government itself acknowledges 

80 Interview of Riaz Ahmed, Program Officer and forestry sector activist, SUNGI Development Founda-
tion, by Moeed Yusuf (5 July 2006) in possession of the author.

81 Babar Shahbaz, Tanvir Ali & Abid Qaiyum Suleri, “A Critical Analysis of Forest Policies of Pakistan: Im-
plications for Sustainable Livelihoods” (2006) Mitigation and Adaptation Strategies for Global Change 1 
at 11.

82 Rauf A. Azhar, “Commons, Regulations, and Rent-Seeking Behaviour: The Dilemma of Pakistan’s Gu-
zara  Forests” (1993) 42:1 Chicago Journal of Economic Development and Cultural Change 115. 

83 This fact was recounted repeatedly during our discussions.
84 For an overview of the Sarhad Awami Forestry Ittehad and its support for community checkpoints, see 

Shaheen Rafi Khan, Moeed Yusuf & Riaz Ahmed, Anatomy of a Peoples’ Rights Movement: A Case Study 
of the Sarhad Awami Forestry Ittehad (SAFI), Working Paper #103 (Abbottabad: Sungi Development 
Foundation, 2005). 

85 Interview of Bashir Ahmed Wani, Inspector General of Forests, Ministry of Environment, Local Govern-
ment, and Rural Development, Government of Pakistan, by Moeed Yusuf (28 November 2007).
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the lack of political will to alter this prevailing situation.86

6.3 Guiding Principles of the Reform Process “Violated”: A Look at Specific 
Initiatives

6.3.1 Community Participation Through Joint Forest Management87

One major development in the forest reform process was the institutionalization of JFM 
through the NWFP Forest Policy 1999. The Forest Ordinance lays heavy emphasis on the con-
cept of JFM as a principal means of ensuring sustainability through community participation. 
JFM Committees (“JFMCs”) are to be introduced to develop and implement the SFM cycle, 
including protection, harvesting and regeneration. The Forest rules promulgated under the 
Ordinance provide further details on the criteria for selection and functioning of JFMCs.88

Admittedly, in terms of numbers, JFMCs do provide an example of the government policy 
being implemented on the ground. There are hundreds of them working in various parts of 
NWFP forests.89 However, as is the case with almost every forest-sector initiative in Pakistan, 
an analysis of their functioning reveals a perverted adaptation of the concept. Two factors lead 
to this. First, despite the overall policy giving detailed guidelines on how to render JFMCs as 
objective and participatory as possible, the 2002 Ordinance provides excessive discretionary 
powers to the District Forest Officer (“DFO”) to institute and dissolve JFMCs:

“….the forest officer may enter into agreements for joint management of the forests 
mentioned therein, which may provide, among other matters for establishment of 
Joint Forest Management Committees comprising representatives of the concerned 
organizations and staff of the Forest Department”

“Forest Officer may revoke any such management or agreement, as the case may be, 
if he is of the opinion that such revocation is in the interest of forest conservancy”

“No revocation shall be ordered……unless the concerned organization is given an 
opportunity to be heard, and in case of disagreement the Forest Officer shall record his 
reasons for revocation.”90 [Emphasis added].

A large number of cases have been recorded in which JFMCs have either been dissolved 
or the FD has resisted their establishment.91 Second, there remains a discrepancy between the 
spirit of JFM policies and their implementation. The balance of power in the JFMCs remains 

86 Pakistan, Ministry of Environment, Local Government and Rural Development, National Action Pro-
gramme to Combat Desertification in Pakistan (Islamabad, 2002) at 14.

87 Owing to the lack of literature on the functioning and impact of JFMCs in Pakistan, the discussion in 
this section largely draws upon information gathered from local communities in Swat, NWFP and inter-
views with forest sector specialists.

88 For details of the guidelines, see Government of NWFP, Forest Rules Made Under NWFP Forest Ordinance 
2002 (Peshawar, 2002). 

89 JFMCs were only envisioned as part of the NWFP reform process and remain confined to the province. 
The rest of the country has seen development of Village Development Committees and Village Boards, 
which have a broader development mandate and do not necessarily focus on forest issues. 

90 Supra note 52 at 58.
91 Interview of Riaz Ahmed, Program Officer and forestry sector activist, SUNGI Development Founda-

tion, by Moeed Yusuf (5 July 2006) in possession of the author.
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highly skewed toward timber contractors and the politically influential community members 
rather than the average community stakeholders (both owners and non-owners). Despite pol-
icy guidelines to the contrary, an overwhelming majority of the JFMCs have been established 
through a non-transparent process at the sole discretion of the DFO or the chairman of the 
JFMC, who often tend to be timber contractors themselves.

The pre-eminence of the timber contractors in JFMCs directly links the issue to the de-
bate on property and resource rights. In usual practice, poor “owners” from the community 
sell their royalty rights to timber contractors well in advance of the timber harvesting. They 
are thus disempowered and cannot afford to challenge the contractors. Internationally, JFMCs 
work best when there are clearly defined property and resource rights. This has even been 
proven by exceptional success stories within Pakistan. In a case study of the Lalku Valley in 
Swat, NWFP presents itself as one of the few examples where ownership is relatively egalitar-
ian and de jure and de facto rights converge.92 The local community lives in close proximity to 
its land and is thus able to oversee protection of forests. Clearly defined property rights could 
potentially reduce FD/community tensions and allow the FD to play a constructive role in 
assisting the JFMC. Unfortunately, the Lalku case is an exception. Given that at least 40 per 
cent of forest-rich areas in the country have outstanding claims over ownership, JFMCs are 
generally unsuccessful. It is no surprise that the very contractors that the JFM system sought to 
sideline have managed to hijack the process to extract maximum monetary gains.

Perhaps the biggest operational shortcoming of the JFMC initiative is that the entire 
process has been aimed at revenue generation. Owing to the clout of the vested interests – the 
FD, large-scale owners, and contractors – all of whom are most concerned with revenue—the  
JFMCs seem to have simply been used to bestow legitimacy on a process for which their pre-
decessors (the Forest Harvesting Cooperative Societies, responsible for commercial harvesting 
in the province) had been severely discredited and ultimately disbanded. As it stands today, 
the entire JFMC initiative can be categorized as a commercial harvesting initiative, with an 
overwhelming majority of the JFMCs only dealing with the harvesting phase. This undermines 
the quest for SFM.

As part of the SFM cycle, the JFMCs were also supposed to ensure regeneration through 
plantations. A “forest development fund” was set up to provide resources for this purpose.93 
While the fund exists, it is not fully operational and has certainly not contributed in any sig-
nificant manner to the JFMC regeneration activities. Moreover, a major constraint remains the 
absence of recycling of resources towards the fund. While revenues are generated from harvest-
ing, their flow back into the forest fund is not ensured. Therefore, the regeneration component 
remains extremely weak while harvesting continues unabated.

Admittedly, there are some exceptions to the above-mentioned “harvesting focus.” A num-
ber of JFMCs have sprung up with a complete management plan and have acquired sufficient 
resources to cover the entire SFM cycle. However, all the success stories are pilot projects, 
mainly run by donor support. Only a handful are instituted by the DFOs under the reform 
process and these too are in villages where ownership and rights issues are not contended (the 

92 Talimand Khan, “Management & Resource Rights Regimes of Natural Resources in Historical Perspec-
tive – A Case Study of Lalku Valley” (2005) [unpublished].

93 Supra note 52 at 59-60. 
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case of Lalku Valley being an example). Notwithstanding these exceptions, the Ministry of 
Environment acknowledges that the overall performance of the JFMC initiative has been “far 
below the level of expectations.”94

6.3.2 Community Participation with Minimal Public Sector Interference

As mentioned, there have only been a handful of successful small-scale pilot projects undertak-
en since the beginning of the forest reform process. Interestingly, these were all projects where 
the government’s role was minimal or closely supervised by non-government actors, and where 
the funding did not entirely depend on the public sector. The projects are marked by a central 
role for communities in the project execution phase, which is clearly a major departure from 
the government-led JFMCs discussed above. Below, we briefly mention three key examples.

The Kalam Integrated Development Project (“KIDP”) was a Swiss-funded program from 
the mid-1990s. It did not involve the public sector. The Program sought to improve the socio-
economic condition of the communities by “participation in forestry, agriculture and village 
development.”95 The project undertook reforestation activities in protected forests. The KIDP’s 
major contribution was to build community-based organizations (“CBOs”) to prepare com-
munities for collective action. The establishment of community checkpoints to curtail illegal 
timber smuggling is a legacy of the project.96 Such checkpoints now exist in a number of vil-
lages across the country.

Another project of note is the Malakand/Dir Social Forestry Project, a Dutch-funded 
initiative which lasted until 1997.97 Again, the public sector did not play a major role. The 
project sought to establish a village land-use planning process through active community par-
ticipation. It was the first major initiative to introduce social forestry into forest policy, and 
subsequently encouraged public sector managers to move in this direction.

One example of a successful project with a central role for public departments is the 
USAID-funded Forestry Planning and Development Project. The initiative was designed to 
help public officials conceptualize and implement policies to increase timber and fuel wood 
supply.98 The project involved capacity-building by non-government experts through training. 
It also ensured public participation in resource management. Since public sector capacity-
building was the focus of the project, the project managers (non-government) always main-
tained close collaboration with the relevant public departments. The project can be credited for 
raising awareness about farm forestry within the FDs.

The above are but a few examples of successful initiatives that demonstrate the potential 
for success through innovative approaches to SFM. Perhaps the most obvious commonalities 
in these projects were the reduced public sector roles and extensive community participation. 

94 Pakistan, Ministry of Environment, Local Government and Rural Development, Prospects of Public-Pri-
vate Partnership in the Development of the Forestry Sector: Guiding Principles and General Strategy (Islam-
abad, 2002) at 1-3 [Pakistan, Prospects of Public-Private Partnership]. 

95 Suleri, supra note 61 at 11.
96 Steimann, supra note 47 at 32.
97 Suleri, supra note 61 at 12.
98 Javed Ahmed & Fawad Mahmood, Changing Perspectives on Forest Policy: Pakistan Country Study (Lon-

don:  International Institute for Environment and Development, 1998) at 137-138.
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The success of pilot projects featuring a negligible governmental role, and the failure of those 
where FDs were actively involved, suggests that such initiatives may work better informally, 
without government participation. However, these small pilot projects cannot necessarily be 
implemented at a provincial or national level.99

Admittedly, these examples were considered during the reform process and have influ-
enced its emphasis on community participation. Similarly, it was as a result of these projects 
that the FDs suggested options such as social and farm forestry and watershed management. 
However, the few implementation changes made were limited to a reshuffling of government 
departments. New units were established within provincial FDs to deal with the proposed 
techniques. A Social Forestry Wing was set up in the NWFP FD but was soon abolished. A 
watershed planning and management unit was also established in some provincial FDs.100 
However, no provincial FD had the human capacity and technical expertise to ensure proper 
implementation of these policies. This is one of the reasons that the lessons taken from the 
success stories have not been implemented.

6.3.3 Public Private Partnerships (PPPs)

As previously mentioned, one pillar of the forest reform process is the involvement of the 
private sector. Unlike most other priorities, even the policy on the issue of private sector in-
volvement is contradictory. The NWFP Forest Policy 1999 and the 2002 Ordinance prioritize 
private sector involvement. The Forest Policy stresses the need to encourage the private sector 
to invest in “raising, managing and sustainably utilizing forest resources.” The Ordinance spe-
cifically mentions the power to lease out forest land. It allows leasing of reserved and protected 
forests as well as wastelands for plantations, agro-forestry, social forestry, breeding of wildlife 
and conservation of biodiversity. In its guidelines on public-private partnerships, the Ministry 
of Environment provides no provision for leasing out, sharing, or selling state land to the pri-
vate sector.101

Moreover, the Ordinance contains stipulations providing discretionary powers to the FD, 
a fact that by itself acts as a deterrent to private sector investment. The FD has powers to cancel 
or modify any leases if such an action “is in the interest of forest conservancy.”102 Given such 
an investment-averse outlook, and the inherent contradiction between provincial policy and 
Federal Ministry of Environment guidelines, it is no surprise that private sector involvement 
in the forest sector has not taken off.103

Theoretically, public-private partnerships provide an opportunity for private sector in-

99 This point is implicit in the discussion of pilot and large scale public sector-driven projects conducted by 
Ahmed and Mahmood (1998). Ibid. at 100-114 and 131-139.

100 Ibid. at 75.
101 Pakistan, Prospects of Public-Private Partnership, supra note 94 at 1-3. 
102 Supra note 52 at 57-58.
103 The Sungi Development Foundation in collaboration with the Ministry of Environment has floated a 

draft strategy for PPPs in Pakistan’s forest sector. Consultative workshops were held across the country 
to determine the optimal policy in this regard. The author was involved in the process and has noted an 
extreme lack of interest on the part of the private sector to engage in partnerships in timber forests until 
the legal regime is overhauled to provide investors with protection against excesses committed by the 
public sector.



Yusuf  Volume 5: Issue 1 67

volvement in forestry. PPPs are valuable, as they can assist in conservation efforts and help pro-
vide sustainable livelihoods to resource-dependent communities. However, there are a number 
of prerequisites for PPPs to be successful. Osborne points to some of these, as well as to manage-
ment constraints that need to be addressed.104 In an edited volume that covers PPPs from a number 
of countries, the authors argue that partnerships are complex arrangements where competitive 
tensions among partners are always present. To be successful, their purpose, terms and imple-
mentation mechanisms must be clear.105 Good governance, accountability and transparency 
are also crucial to their success. Furthermore, since PPPs are often unusually complex legal and 
economic arrangements that generate difficult accounting decisions, strong legal and regula-
tory frameworks must be in place.106 These frameworks imply well-defined, enforceable laws 
on property rights, contracts and liabilities, as well as more specific and detailed descriptions 
on PPPs themselves.107 Osborne concludes that partnerships should only be instituted if one “can 
see the potential for significant collaborative advantage.”108

Pakistan lacks most of the above-mentioned prerequisites. The country’s institutional 
framework lacks transparency. All significant negotiations and contracts of such a nature are 
finalized behind closed doors.109 Lack of accountability in the forest sector is also a major 
constraint. As mentioned, while Pakistan’s forest policies implicitly support PPPs by discussing 
incentives for private sector involvement as a priority, they do not specifically elaborate on the 
options envisioned for PPPs.110 Beyond providing definitions, the Ministry of Environment’s 
PPP guidelines do little to develop a concrete understanding of the role of PPPs in forestry.

As a result of the above factors, PPPs have been largely unsuccessful. The only examples of 
PPPs are private sector initiatives mainly falling under the rubric of “corporate social respon-
sibility” rather than SFM. Even these initiatives have been limited in scope. Examples include 
the Pakistan Tobacco Company’s program to provide saplings to tree farmers, Pakistan Petro-
leum Limited’s tree plantations along the Ravi River in the Lahore-Shahdara forests, and the 
National Fertilizer Company’s initiative to regenerate and protect fifteen acres of forest land in 

104 Osborne, supra note 17.
105 Ibid. at 14 and 18.
106 Economic Commission for Europe Committee for Trade, Industry, and Enterprise Development, “Gov-

ernance in Public Private Partnerships for Infrastructure Development,” UN ESC, 52nd Sess., TRADE/
WP.5/2005/21 (2005) 1 at 5; Economic Commission for Europe Committee on Human Settlements, 
“Guiding Principles for Public/Private Partnerships (PPP) in Land Administration,” UN ESC, 66th Sess., 
HBP/WP.7/2005/8 (2005) 1 at 3.

107 Ibid.
108 Osborne, supra note 17 at 307.
109 Dominic Ayine at al., “Lifting the Lid on Foreign Investment Contracts: The Real Deal for Sustainable 

Development” (2005) Sustainable Markets Briefing Papers 1 International Institute for Environment and 
Development 1 at 2-3.

110 The only public document available is a three-page guideline issued by the Ministry of Environment, 
Local Government and Rural Development (see supra note 86). The Ministry has also recently released 
a “thought piece” as a precursor to a PPP strategy but it does not contain any specifics on future PPP 
scenarios for the country. See Pakistan Ministry of Environment, Sungi Development Foundation & 
Sustainable Development Policy Institute, “Incentivizing Public Private Partnerships: A Thought Piece” 
(Paper prepared for the National Consultative Workshop on Public-Private Partnerships (PPPs) for Sus-
tainable Forest Management in Pakistan, Islamabad, Pakistan, November 2007).
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Murree. Shell is under contract with the Ministry of Environment to promote alternate energy 
uses among communities in Ayubia’s (NWFP) coniferous forests, but has only conducted a 
small pilot project thus far.111 These are all initiatives undertaken by private sector corporations 
in urban centers in a bid to catch the public eye. While commendable, they do not contribute 
to the institutionalization of PPPs in SFM. Discussions with these firms point to the lack of 
government direction and incentives for broad-based private sector involvement.

These small-scale initiatives have been undertaken with only “in principle” participation 
from the public sector. Before using these initiatives as models for large-scale public-private 
interventions, one must question whether an active involvement of the public sector would 
introduce some of the negativities associated with public sector functioning, and thus lead to 
the initiatives’ failure If so, the scope for expansion of such models is minimal.

7. KEY LESSONS FROM PAKISTAN’S EXPERIENCE

Pakistan’s experience highlights the fact that adopting international models is meaningless 
unless the implementation is in line with the policies. The implementation aspect is often 
more difficult to satisfy. Incidentally, implementation modalities are aspects of such reforms to 
which the literature pays only secondary importance.

While it may be easy to term Pakistan’s experience as a classic case of implementation fail-
ure stemming from a lack of political will, this highlights only one aspect of the relationship. In 
reality, the lack of political will and the governmental inability to institute change have a cycli-
cal relationship. Indeed, while the lack of political will slows down the process, failure to bring 
about change despite efforts (probably half-hearted) dampens political actors’ commitment to 
sustain the efforts and achieve the ultimate objectives. To break the cycle, interventions can be 
made at either point: implementation could be improved in relatively easier avenues, which 
may positively impact the “will” factor, in turn allowing a more concerted effort to confront 
the graver issues.

The question of implementation inevitably leads one to assess the governance context 
in which the initiatives are placed. Empirical evidence from around the world suggests that 
implementation plans that are not grounded within the realities of the governance context will 
face stiff resistance, and inevitably fail unless altered to conform with the prevailing framework 
–  the latter being self-defeating if the objective is systemic overhaul. 

Pakistan’s governance lacks institutionalization, inter-tier coordination and accountability. 
Specifically within the forest sector, this is seen in a timber mafia that is politically well-con-
nected and can successfully thwart any initiative designed to remove the existing biases in the 
forestry management system. The FD has a loose writ and has thus been unable to enforce rules 
and regulations enacted to preserve natural resources. Moreover, discretionary powers attributed 
to individual posts have led to rampant corruption.112 Also present has been a market failure char-
acterized by the astronomical increase in timber prices, stagnant salaries of forest officials, and un-
realistic fines and penalties mechanisms. The forest officials responsible for overhauling the system 
have little incentive to resist the timber mafia and soon collude with these actors. Finally, Pakistan 

111 Khan et al., supra note 17.
112 One example of such a post is the forest magistrate who is the sole authority responsible for implementing any 

penalties against transgressors.
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can be characterized as a feudal society where land redistribution is a non-starter. Since communi-
ties stand to gain tremendously by resolving property and resource rights issues, the vested interests 
continue to deter any such attempts by co-opting those driving the reform agenda.

Under such a perverse governance context, anything short of a complete institutional 
overhaul to accompany the legal and policy reform is certain to fail. Indeed, theoretically, such 
a structural shift can only come about through a concerted effort at the highest political level. 
Ironically, however, the very governance context within which one has to function ensures that 
any efforts at such an overhaul will be quickly neutralized. In the face of these insurmountable 
challenges, the only natural answer for officialdom is to simply avoid confrontation by employ-
ing rather cosmetic minor changes while trumpeting progress for public consumption, leaving 
the essence of the traditional system untouched. 

Pakistan’s forest management reforms closely resemble the conceptual framework for-
warded by Senge.113 He defines his organizational concept of “burden shifting” as based on 
an underlying problem in organizations that generates symptoms which require attention. 

This problem, he contends, is often difficult to address in these situations because it is either 
obscure or costly. As a result, reformers tend to favour solutions which are “easy fixes which 
seem extremely efficient” at that moment. He further argues: “solutions that address only the 
symptoms of a problem, not fundamental causes, tend to have short-term benefits at best. In 
the long term, the problem resurfaces and there is increased pressure for symptomatic response. 
Meanwhile, the capability for fundamental solutions can atrophy.”114 Only when root prob-
lems are addressed can there be lasting change. 

The implementation failure presents authorities with a classic governance dilemma: wheth-
er to strive to redress the underlying problems in the system, or to implement measures that 
help to sidetrack institutional bottlenecks and provide quick-fix solutions – regardless of their 
impact on long-term institutional development. Viewing the concept at a macro level, opting 
for quick fixes becomes natural where an endemic governance failure has been acknowledged 
and where belief in the possibility of rectifying systemic bottlenecks has all but disappeared. 
The underlying assumption here is that until the broader national governance context is al-
tered, a concern obviously well beyond a particular sector, implementation failure will persist. 
The already damp political will is reinforced by this belief.

More specific anomalies identified are consequences of the perverse governance context. 
One obvious lesson from the Pakistani case is the inverse relationship between public sec-
tor involvement and the success of various initiatives. It reflects that the public sector has 
developed a stake in perpetuating the adverse governance environment and thus is likely to 
continue playing a negative role. Again, this is an outcome and not a cause of the governance 
shortcomings. 

By the same token, small, isolated success stories cannot necessarily be reproduced on a 
national scale. In Pakistan’s context, these merely indicate the propensity of vested interests to 
provide the reform process space to act when such initiatives do not impact their larger inter-
ests. As soon as such programs come into the mainstream and begin to threaten the status quo, 

113 Peter M. Senge, The Fifth Discipline: The Art And Practice of the Learning Organization (New York City: 
Random House Inc., 2006) at 103-104.

114 Ibid.
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the perverse governance environment allows vested interests to thwart the initiative. 

One lesson with wide applicability is nuance in the notion of community involvement. 
Often, proponents of participatory forest management practices treat communities as a ho-
mogenous body. Quite to the contrary, this analysis suggests that under a perverse gover-
nance context, community-based initiatives end up benefiting the handful of community elite, 
whom are often either part of the mafia or politically-connected figures who enjoy immunity 
from law at virtually all levels. The larger community often gets left out. Ensuring a broad rep-
resentation from the members in a community is thus an imperative, albeit one that is difficult 
to attain when programs are run at the behest of a corrupt public sector.  

Arguably, the heterogeneity within communities is further accentuated in a context devoid 
of clearly defined property and resource rights. Local communities then have little incentive to 
preserve forest resources, and their leaders find it easier to collude with the commercial timber 
contractors. These leaders will receive handsome returns, while the rest of the community suf-
fers. They do not receive royalties due to institutional bottlenecks, nor do they gain from the 
illegal harvesting. In turn, degradation negatively impacts the poor, courtesy of the “poverty-
environment nexus.”115

8. CONCLUSION

Pakistan’s experience demonstrates the futility of creating new policies in the absence of the 
corresponding implementation ability. Under a perverse governance context, where the tradi-
tional command and control set-up has developed genuine stakes for people to perpetuate the 
system, an institutional overhaul seems virtually impossible unless a politically suicidal deci-
sion to address the root causes of problems is made. Even that is highly unlikely to withstand 
the pressure from a well-entrenched opposition.

Excessive public sector involvement, lack of clearly defined property rights, and commu-
nity heterogeneity all seem to be major concerns that provide clues for other current and future 
efforts. However, measures designed to incorporate these aspects in a reform program cannot 
be divorced from the larger governance context. Since the latter tends to be context-specific, 
any lessons need to be adapted carefully. For instance, the kind of actors that need to be co-
opted or eliminated from a reform framework may vary greatly. In Pakistan, influential com-
munity members from ethnic tribes may be the source of challenges for change, while in other 
countries this may not be the case. Even the condition for decreased public sector presence 
needs to be interpreted with caution. In countries with feudal backgrounds, the public sector 
is often constrained in terms of redefining property rights and is thus rendered ineffective in 
sectors involving land ownership issues. This may not be true for countries where property 
rights are unclear but the cause is something other than a feudal hold.

In sum, for Pakistan as well as countries exhibiting a similar governance context, there may 
not be any viable option left to overhaul forest management from within the sector. Under 
the existing set-up, the ultimate answer to the problems of the forest sector lie in targeting the 
governance context per se, itself a cross-sectoral issue that requires a major structural shift in the 
country’s overall institutional functioning. Failing such a holistic approach, one can well envi-

115 S. R. Khan & Asad Naqvi, “The Environment-Poverty Nexus: An Institutional Analysis,” Working Paper 
No. 49 (Islamabad: Sustainable Development Policy Institute, 2000).
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sion a self-perpetuating vicious cycle of failed attempts at reform leading to further strengthen-
ing of the vested interests, in turn making it even harder to dent the traditional set-up.

Perhaps the only recourse available to countries plagued by severe institutional crises is 
to seek an option that can sidetrack the governance bottlenecks without attempting to upend 
the current system. Reliance on market-based forces could provide respite. A measure to ren-
der imported substitutes of domestic timber competitive in the market could undercut the 
primacy of the mafia and make timber harvesting within the country cost prohibitive. This is 
by no means a substitute for institutional reform, which is a necessity in the long term.  The 
market-based option introduced must be cost-effective and easily implemented, and able to 
demonstrate economic, conservation and livelihood benefits.

The Pakistani government is cognizant of the option of rationalizing timber import tariffs 
and has initiated steps to this effect in recent years. However, much of the reductions have 
taken place partly to conform to the overall downward trend in tariffs driven by multilateral 
reduction commitments, and partly because of the sudden increase in demand for timber fol-
lowing the devastating earthquake in northern Pakistan in 2005. The reduction in duties has 
therefore been narrowly focused on timber tariffs alone, while the wider duty structure has 
been largely ignored. Even though tariff imports on some categories of timber imports have 
been completely eliminated, the cumulative duties remain above 20 per cent.116 This renders 
some major varieties of imported timber substitutes uncompetitive in all major markets across 
Pakistan except in the port city of Karachi.117

While detailed cost-benefit analyzes of this policy option are still being conducted, it 
is particularly attractive in the context of this discussion given that the timber mafia which 
dominates policy decisions in the forest sector has virtually no presence among the trade and 
revenue lobbies. These lobbies are thus likely to support rather than hinder any move toward 
increased timber imports.118

One obvious spin-off from a focus on a market-based strategy is the gradual loosening 
of the hold of the timber mafia and the elimination of perverse incentives for the FD. The 
potential for a more transparent forest management regime within the confines of the limita-
tions imposed by the overall lack of institutionalization could open up under this scenario, in 
turn favouring community centered and co-management approaches. The implications of the 
market-based alternative, however, need to be carefully analyzed before being implemented 
fully. This represents a useful topic for future studies.

116 There is a 15 per cent sales tax and a 6 per cent advance income tax (cumulative), which raises the overall 
duties above 21 per cent. For a brief overview of the duty structure on timber imports, see Moeed Yu-
suf, “Forest Management in Pakistan: An Institutional Analysis” (Presentation at the 12th Research and 
Training Workshop, South Asian Network of Development and Environmental Economics, 5 July 2006) 
[unpublished]. 

117 This fact is tentative and is based on preliminary analysis by the author of research on the implications of 
market rationalization of timber imports in Pakistan.

118 For example, the Karachi Timber Merchant Group, the largest collective body of timber traders in the 
country, lobbied with the government in the aftermath of the 2005 earthquake for the removal of the im-
port duty on certain types of timber. The construction industry, as well as environmentalists, supported 
their effort.


