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Abstract: Community forestry offers many perspectives on the forest 
management system. It has become an avenue for special collaboration 
between state, scientific communities, social enterprises, businesses, and 
local communities, as well as a means of promoting practical solutions in 
forest conservation. Furthermore, it becomes an arena where forest people 
can participate in forest conservation projects, improve their livelihoods and 
manage forest projects via their own traditional knowledge. Inspired by its 
unique features, the researcher carried out a qualitative research study of 
community forestry with the hope of exploring its possibilities in the South East 
Pahang Peat Swamp Forest (SEPPSF). In this regard, the researcher employed 
research methods that consisted of interviews, focus group discussions and 
field observations. The interviewees were asked to reflect on current forest 
management practices in SEPPSF. Other participants included government 
officials, social activists and researchers. This study found that the SEPPSF 
offers a unique opportunity for collaborative forest care. To achieve this 
vision, however, there is a need to resuscitate the following three important 
elements of community forestry in SEPPSF: community empowerment in forest 
care; community land security; and community consultation for forest related 
activities. In addition, this study recommends two contemporary models to 
prompt effective forest governance: a short-term community forestry project 
in SEPPSF and a long-term community forestry project for the Orang Asli. It is 
anticipated that this paper will provide a fresh perspective on collaborative 
forest management. Furthermore, it is hoped that its findings parallel 
increasing calls for holistically sustainable forest management in Malaysia.
Keywords: Community Forestry, Qualitative Research Study, Orang Asli Jakun, 

SEPPSF, Forest Conservation

Introduction

As is commonly known, changes in forest governance have steadily passed 
through several phases, from a focus on state control with state initiated forest 
conservation activities, to community-led forest management, with each being 
transition built for sustainable forest management.1  One glamourous term 
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that has dominated the notion of sustainable forest management is community 
forestry.2  While to some extent the centralised state-based forest system seems 
to have created social and environmental problems, community forestry is often 
regarded as a fair and equitable system for forest care.3 Because community 
forestry has permitted indigenous people to manage forest resources by 
incorporating traditional forest knowledge, this practice has been seen by many 
tropical countries as socially and environmentally sustainable.4  

In the earliest studies on the role of the state in forest management, researchers 
determined that inefficient outcomes resulted from changes in forest use, unbridled 
growth of land expansion and unabated relocation of forest communities. These 
phenomena evidently gave negative images of the environment and people’s 
livelihoods. They invited attention from academia, civil rights movements, 
and international donors to answer this question: why did the state exclude the 
indigenous people from forest management? Accumulated studies on traditional 
forest systems have found that the elimination of the innovations and practices 
of indigenous people and local communities is both naive and inappropriate.5  
Although the state forest system created boundaries to protect the forest from 
encroachment,6 it was essentially a process designed by higher decision makers, 
with very little consideration of the forest communities’ traditional roles in forest 
care.7  

In reaction to the drawbacks of the state forest model, recent studies have 
encouraged an appreciation of the livelihoods of indigenous people and the 
promise they hold for biodiversity protection.8  Such an attitude is very fundamental 
for shifting the rhetoric away from centralised solutions to deforestation. It is a 
pivotal element in moving towards an indigenous people forest system embodying 
community empowerment in forest care and community consultation for forest 
conservation projects. By highlighting the logic of biodiversity protection and the 
conditions that already have made its trial a success, past studies have presented 
an avenue for other efforts to rekindle contemporary interest in community 
forestry.9  

This study, however, argues that the extent to which past studies can 
contribute to today’s need for sustainable forest management is barely sufficient. 
This is for three reasons. Firstly, in the past, the contention was provoked by 
a notion that there was a knowledge gap between forest people and the higher 
authorities. Secondly, an assumption existed that such a gap was common sense 
and could not be rectified. Thirdly, there was too much cynicism ridiculing the 
traditional forest system, local communities’ experiences with climate change, 
their methods of surviving harsh environments, and their traditions and beliefs. 
While there is some truth to the first and second assumptions, the third requires 
a thorough examination of traditional forest knowledge. John Scot attested to 
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this truth when he said that “There is today a growing appreciation of the value 
of traditional knowledge. It is valuable not only to those who depend on it in 
their daily lives, but also to modern industry and agriculture. Many widely used 
products [including] medicines, health products and cosmetics, are derived from 
traditional knowledge.”10 To achieve this goal, there is a need to bridge the gap 
between the state, scientific communities, social enterprises, businesses and the 
indigenous people. It is under this ambitious call to integrate these stakeholders 
in the forest that this study was carried out. By explicating local communities’ 
participation in forest care,11 forest management12  and forest-related activities, 
this study hopes to reduce acrimonious attitudes towards forest people.

To achieve this objective, the researcher opted for a qualitative research 
methods with the goal of unravelling Orang Asli thoughts,13 reflections and 
insights on the current forest management system in South East Pahang Peat 
Swamp Forest (SEPPSF).14  In balancing their views, and so as to avoid bias, the 
researcher carefully augmented their thoughts with those of government officials, 
academics and social activists regarding indigenous participation in forest care.15 
For the readers to have a clear sense of the direction of this study, it is wise to note 
that, because of the complex formulation of the legal framework recognizing 
local community rights in forest management, cumbersome legal discussions 
have been omitted from this study. Extensive studies have by now established a 
popular fact: that the most successful countries in pioneering community forestry 
took stages of trial and error before they processed the legal framework.16 

This paper begins with the insights that seem paramount in the surge 
of indigenous people’s interests for community forestry in SEPPSF. In the 
first section, there are detailed coverage of interviews with the Orang Asli 
communities, with the intention of unveiling their thoughts about community 
forestry. The next section describes how advocates have made their case for 
implementing those thoughts, while the third section elaborates more on the 
possibilities for community forestry in SEPPSF. This paper concludes with 
several recommendations for engaging indigenous peoples more productively. 
By placing the emphasis of the study on forest communities’ experiences in 
SEPPSF, this paper aims to move beyond the rhetorical question of who owns 
the forest to the practical ones: how is it possible to build community forestry 
within the current state forest management system? and how is it possible to 
form a novel partnership between the Orang Asli communities, the state and the 
scientific community?

The Current Forest Management System in SEPPSF

The absence of an institutional arrangement for a collaborative forest system 
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forms the capstone of today’s popular forest policy. Since the 70s, the higher 
authorities have asserted their dominance in forest care – they own the land – 
thereby privileging the state, its subordinates and its departments. In numerous 
conversations with the indigenous people, the researcher observed a common 
theme centred around the absence of collaboration between the state and the Orang 
Asli. This situation discloses the main reason why community forestry has been 
excluded from the discourse about forest conservation. To change this situation, 
the Orang Asli advised the authorities and their subsidiaries to recognise them 
as stakeholders in the forest, in order to develop a genuine collaboration with 
local people. Many Orang Asli believe that community forestry will improve 
if the authorities empower forest people in forest related affairs. The following 
statements highlight this significance:

“Empowering Orang Asli in forest conservation project means they are 
able to speak up and tell their narratives about resource conservation. 
When Orang Asli people are able to tell local versions of environmental 
practices to outsiders who may not be very well informed on local 
conservation practices, we can utilise their forest conservation ethics, in 
which their ancestors have bestowed upon them for many generations. 
Their knowledge of forest resources is crucial to the creation of 
community based forest conservation projects.”

“Community empowerment will bring cooperation to stakeholders in 
the forest, and entities who have access to the market. It recognises 
forest communities’ aspiration, ideas, needs and culture. It forces the 
state, its subsidiaries, and departments to foster relationship with local 
communities.”

“Genuine empowerment goes beyond mutual relationship between 
authority, local communities and family circles. It means the 
communities have the abilities to tell narratives about forest, so others 
understand why rich forest covers offer positive impact on local 
livelihood.”

“In forest conservation, people have to foster relationships with 
local communities. Based on good-will, they will need to understand 
everything that are essentials to local communities and their forest 
landscape.”17 

These comments emphasise Orang Asli participation in forest care. Hence, 
forest management systems that value forest community participation need to 
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be grounded in local institutions, social structures and traditions. They have to 
perform substantive measures by empowering local communities in deciding the 
final output of forest conservation activities. 

Because this last point fits in admirably with the question of how community 
forestry should start, it precipitated a discussion about community consultation 
for a better community forestry project in SEPPSF. The temper of the discussion 
around this issue is crystalised by the following insights:

“If you want to do a project with the community, you must consult the 
community, you have to shell out plans with the community, and listen 
to the community’s opinions. Consultation is not an imposed thinking. 
It is not about giving option to local communities: either you accept or 
you don't accept this project. You cannot bring project to community 
and tell them that and force them to accept your project. This is not a 
sound project. You have to give your heart to the project.” 

“I have participated in community forestry projects with local 
communities in rural Malaysia. It is called community kampong 
(village) program. I see many project developers did not consult 
local people and eventually detached congruent elements in local 
environment (examples: cultural belief, environmental condition). You 
cannot do community forestry project with a manner that goes like this: 
I am the management side, I’m coming and telling the locals what to do. 
This is wrong attitude because you did not ask exactly what the locals 
really want before you venture into your work.”

“Ask the people what they want to do with the intention to get 
their opinions. Discuss the project with local communities. Project 
management, international agencies, foresters, social scientist and 
related agencies must discuss with local community. Old generation in 
the communities should not be seen as outsiders. They should be the 
key participant in decision making processes. External agencies have to 
take responsibility to train their staff in station. Staffs have to listen to 
locals’ voices. This way the forest conservation program starts at local 
levels and accedes to locals’ needs.” 

“When you do community project, first and fundamentally you should 
ask the community what they really want. If you ignore this method, you 
will never get full cooperation from the locals. If you didn't think through 
the project in this manner, you have to prepare for the worst of not getting 
full cooperation from local people. Lack of cooperation is an obstacle 
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to the continuity and sustainability of community project. You cannot 
design a project between top level management among the authority, and 
proceed with the project without the full participation of local people.”18  

Given these comments, community consultation is required in order to 
create a sound community forestry project. A clear correlation exists between 
consultation and establishing a sustainable development agenda.

Views on Indigenious Participation in Forest Care

Thus far in this study, a number of consistencies have been apparent in Orang 
Asli thought about community forestry and which, collectively, earmark it as a 
possibility in SEPPSF. Community forestry and the role of indigenous people 
therein, as the above insights from the Orang Asli suggest, must involve the 
introduction of community empowerment and community consultation in forest 
care. This highlights the importance of the Orang Asli in local institutional 
arrangements for forest care. However, there is a danger that their thoughts might 
only be superficially persuasive, since the issues of forest management are often 
seen differently through indigenous as compared to state eyes. Furthermore, 
continuous state-indigenous polemics seem to have gained the status of common 
sense in Malaysia – unequivocally depicting a protracted and unfriendly 
relationship.19 At the same time, talk about a collaborative forest system has been 
superseded by mundane sentiments like “forest care is the responsibility of the 
state,” or by acrimonious attitudes directed toward the Orang Asli, such as “There 
is no point talking about it because the Orang Asli have already been detached 
from the forest,” all of which are exacerbated by the following phrases:

“They used to collect rattan in the forest. They used to go to the forest 
for two or three months and then they came back. However, after the 
forest was cut down and circumstances changed, some Orang Asli learn 
how to adapt by taking up driving license, they drive truck, they drive 
school bus. Eventually they left their old job as a rattan collector.”

“The Orang Asli people are not fully dependent on the forest for their 
livelihood. Although some are still depending on it, the number is getting 
lesser. This is because of government schemes for local communities. 
For example, the government is helping the local communities through 
the profit from oil palm. Each family gets a dividend. In this manner, 
people have no problem if the government takes the land and change 
our living landscape as long as their action helps them.”20 

While some of the attributes and circumstances apparent in the previous 
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comments are realities, the researcher’s several other discussions with government 
officials appear to have found a novel idea about the state-indigenous people 
relationship. In this regard, one respondent said:

“The good thing about discussing community forestry in Malaysia 
is that the state does not preclude forest communities from utilising 
the resources in the forest. The state and its associate subsidiaries 
do not preclude local communities’ right to access the forest. Forest 
communities are given the right to utilise forest products for their 
livelihoods.”21 

Another sanguine comment about indigenous people and their role in the forest 
crept in, favouring collaborative forest care: “Community forestry is possible in 
SEPPSF. It will give local communities the right to manage forest, the right to 
design forest conservation project, and the right to determine the best conservation 
practice for their environment.”22  These comments reveal that the thick layers 
surrounding past forest conservation discussions have been replaced by common 
ideas between the indigenous people and government officials.23 This mutual 
understanding is a first step towards a greater partnership in the future. 

To advance this partnership, the majority of respondents highlighted the need to 
prioritise land security for indigenous people and, presumably, for the successful 
arrangement of community forestry. Thereby, they demonstrated that the idea 
of community forestry has progressed little beyond community empowerment 
in forest care. In this regard, some respondents persuasively described the ideal 
structure of community forestry in the following ways:

“I assumed that community forestry project is a mixture of local 
communities’ participation in forest conservation activities, land 
security and the benefits from community-based forest conservation 
project. The question of who benefits from conservation project has 
close connection to who owns the land. If the land is owned by the 
landlords, he can reap benefits from leasing out his land to others. If 
the local communities own the land, they are the ones going to plant, 
harvest, sell what they planted to the market, and they eventually the 
ones getting profits from their efforts.” 

“Community forestry should be seen in the light of its fundamental 
principle and that is you recognise people rights to customary lands, that 
they have their own forest management system or group of forest users 
who can utilise the forest, manage the forest and protect the forest. If 
there is no recognition of right, there will be no formalisation of tenure 
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security, there will never be a community forestry. If local communities 
do not have entitlement to the land, they do not have security on the 
land. If they do not have security to the land, their involvement in forest 
conservation projects is not secured.” 

“Trying to build community forestry in SEPPSF requires a structure that 
aims to open the platform for local communities to participate actively 
in forest conservation project. This structure must have foundation 
because if you try to build something as new as community forestry 
without a fundamental foundation, whatever you build, you build on air. 
What I mean by foundation? It is based on the recognition of community 
right to forest, to land. Recognition of community rights in the forest 
comes with a goal to give forest communities the management power 
to claim their stake on SEPPSF.”

“If you ask local communities in SEPPSF to plant forest, they must 
get benefit from forest conservation activities. If they cannot benefit 
from community forest, then there is no point in it. Thus people who 
are protecting forest must get credit for their involvement in forest 
conservation projects.”24  

The above insights clearly point to an absence of state recognition regarding 
community rights in forest management. As a result, much of the comments are 
aimed at offering ‘the route’ to benefit the forest communities, who are ‘the active 
participants’ in forest conservation projects.

Possibility for Community Forestry in SEPPSF

This study began by highlighting the rhetoric often present in forest management 
via two questions: why hasn’t it changed and how can it be changed? My 
interrogation first undermined the assumption that the state is the only actor 
in forest care. In reality, there is actually a misconception about that narrative, 
which has been cleared by ‘the colluding of fresh thoughts’ approach for a 
collaborative forest care system in SEPPSF. This is anchored in flexible opinions 
that are positively embedded with the hope of producing community forestry in 
SEPPSF. With that approach in mind, it now makes much more sense to merge 
the points of both sides in order to contend with three important elements for 
community forestry in SEPPSF: community empowerment – viewed as structural 
characteristic, community land security and community consultation. It is hard 
for conventional thinking to sustain the assumption that these three elements can 
be denied as preconditions for building community forestry in SEPPSF. 
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Previous advocates of community forestry have long hailed the positive results 
of reforming forest management.25  From the principles of how societies develop 
institutional arrangements26 to the revival of traditional forest knowledge, the 
changes in forest governance have been manifested in dual objectives: the socio 
and ecological components.27  The state-based forest system, as implemented until 
today, has been fully separating forest people and the forest, drawing boundaries 
between the ‘caretakers’ of the forest and the forest itself.28  Indeed, the strange 
thing about the state conservation standpoint is its ideology of separating forest 
people from the forest. That we frequently continue to assess this ideology reveals 
just how flawed it is; it valorises the commodification of nature and elbows 
out indigenous environmental wisdom. But the most concerning aspect of this 
system is the resulting proliferation of land clearance, paving the road for modern 
development in the forest. As a result, people who used to inhabit forested areas 
are restricted, banned and treated unfairly within those areas.29  

Beyond these absurdities, the chance of having a forest managed by its 
inhabitants is real. All that is required is the political will, the transference of 
forest management and ownership rights to the forest people, and a system by 
which forest people benefit monetarily from forest conservation projects. These 
‘pillars’ unequivocally summarise the need to recognise local communities as 
key stakeholders in the forest. It also articulates a more multi-functional role for 
forest people in forest care.30  Regarding the last of the pillars, and in the words 
of the Orang Asli: 

“If the government entrust us with forest management, the government 
already believed in us to take care of the forest, so we have to be clear 
about the return from forest conservation project, only then we can play 
our part in it. If the government and its agencies have funds for the local 
communities, this is another good initiative. For example, let say the 
government gives 10 hectares of land for community to play their role 
in conservation, and this land is entitled to participants who have the 
right to claim the accrued benefits. This means that the land area that 
has been allocated to local communities cannot be exploited or ventures 
and cannot be sold to outsiders. It has to treated and maintained by 
registered participants who are under contract with the government. The 
contract must be aligned with how much the participants get in return, 
say RM1,000 a month, for example. If this is the case, then I think local 
communities can play their part in the conservation program.”31 
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Conclusions and Recommendations

The three elements of community forestry discussed here, together with the role 
of the state in facilitating them and the indigenous readiness for them, are little 
understood. This may be because of the current political stance regarding these 
matters. Such a lacuna cannot, however, be an excuse in academic discourse. It 
is therefore necessary to offer fresh perspectives for a new paradigm in forest 
care. One such voice addresses government readiness to shift paradigms in forest 
management: “Success is possible only with effective community leadership, 
integrity, good planning, stakeholder involvement, and willingness to work on a 
collaborative basis that puts community interest above self-interest. Participants 
must also be determined to continue activities after project funding terminates. 
Other essential elements to ensure success and sustainability include training, 
awareness/education and knowledge sharing. Hence, much information and 
lessons learned have been exchanged among forest managers, rangers and 
communities - activities which have increased understanding of the government’s 
policy on forest management, nature conversation, and their associated 
benefits.”32  Another work concerns the socio-ecological components that connect 
forest protection and indigenous people: “When we identify the natural ecology 
in the forest, at the same time, we capture together an indigenous community’s 
environment. Forest is seen as physical and spiritual environment, in which forest 
communities understood it as a place to live. We can learn about medicine and 
there is also knowledge about survival in the wildforest. The indigenous people 
are the masters of their own environment. They know leaves that can be eaten and 
leaves that cannot be eaten. They know what is in the wood and what inside the 
water. Forest conservation is crucial to the survival of forest and its ecosystems 
as well as the host of benefits it could offer to human and animals as a whole.”33 

With those positive reflections in mind, and with the advent of holistic forest 
management in Malaysia, it is hoped that this study will represent an important 
development in relation to sustainable forest care. Perhaps SEPPSF presents a 
unique option for that objective. 

This paper has acknowledged several constraints to the process of community 
forestry: forest ownership, institutional arrangement, land conflicts and so forth. 
Now, it will suggest two contemporary models to overcome those blocks: 
introduce a short-term community forestry project in SEPPSF and a long-term 
community forestry project for the Orang Asli in SEPPSF. 

The short-term community forestry model links forest communities to 
forest conservation projects. So far as the rationale behind community forestry 
is concerned – and this is what ultimately triggered the aim of this first model 
– community empowerment is envisaged as percolating slowly down from the 
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community’s right to monitor and protect the forest. Furthermore, people are 
motivated to work out solutions for environmental problems when they are 
guaranteed land. So, the planting of tree species that are well known to the locals 
should be prioritised in this first model because it ingrains traditional forest 
knowledge and offers long-term benefits to locals. In short, for this first model to 
materialise, ideas must be congruent to local needs.

Pertaining to the second model, there is no doubt this approach will constitute 
an arduous journey, including time consuming and cumbersome legal processes. 
In its infancy, community forestry cannot be implemented without land reform. 
Also, community forestry projects will be short lived in the absence of community 
rights in forest care or if rules are weak and land boundaries are unclear. In the 
presence of these three factors, community forestry projects will be susceptible to 
intrusion, congestion and conflict. Furthermore, without a structural foundation, 
people have no privilege to access, withdraw, manage and protect the forest, 
hence they have no stake in it. This concern is best captured in the following 
metaphor on land conflicts between landlords and landless people: “The elites 
did not want to pick cow dung because cow dung is filthy. So they ask villagers 
to collect the waste, compost it, so it can be used as a source of energy. From 
environmental point of view, this is good because the energy used from the waste 
help burning trees without producing much pollution. However, from the social 
point of view, the one who benefits from selling cow dung to the market is those 
who own the land. Those who collect the waste, they do not get anything from 
their efforts.”34  In other words, well-defined land is key to forestry reform. 

The foundation for the second community forestry model is the currently 
missing recognition accorded to Orang Asli communities as caretakers of the 
forest. The state is not capable of offering sustainability in the forest, or even 
stability in the locals’ livelihood, without attending first of all to the cultural 
values, beliefs, forest knowledge and rights of those communities who live in 
the forest. Therefore, the conundrum at the heart of today’s state-based forest 
management lies in its creation of boundaries for forest conservation without 
having the people to make it work. This approach actually conflicts with its 
own objective. In the past, local communities have had freedom to access the 
forest, with profound implications for forest care. For example, people spent 
time observing the cycles of nature and actively monitoring their ecological 
landscapes. The elders regulated their members’ activities in the forest. This 
norm signifies a template for a forest-people relationship and is testimony to the 
importance of the forest people and their management roles.35 

State-based forest management is not a complete solution to forest 
conservation. Reforming the current system is integral to developing a more 
holistic management of forest resources. Therefore, recognition of community 
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rights in forest management is crucial to beginning the integration of different 
stakeholders with respect to the forest conservation agenda. As shown in this 
study, there are strong voices arguing that the current forest paradigm is a 
stumbling block to community-based conservation projects. Calls for a more 
resilient approach in SEPPSF is thus an important initiative as the shift of 
attention from a centralised, state-run forest management system to community 
forestry will stimulate learning, negotiation, implementation, capacity building 
for local communities and collaborative forest management.

To conclude, the paper summarises five recommendations in the following 
points:

•	 Engage communities in forest conservation activities. In this regard, 
the authorities must give the Orang Asli the responsibility to monitor 
state forest areas. This effort could be trialled for a year. Depending on 
performance (based on biodiversity protection, increased forest cover and 
so forth), the project could then be advanced for another two years.

•	 In each community-managed forest area, the forest conservation project 
must include the plantation of tree species that are well-known amongst 
locals. This is so those trees can be used as a source of subsistence. If there 
is a market to which the produce of these trees can be sold, then there is 
also a need to design a benefit-sharing scheme between social enterprises, 
businesses, the state and local communities.

•	 Apply both local and scientific knowledge to forest conservation practices. 
To make this effective, there is a need to develop training schemes 
with local communities through research institutions. The aim of this 
recommendation is to enable scientific researchers to work together with 
the Orang Asli. It also aims to identify valuable tree species, diversify tree 
plantation and develop new forest management methods. 

•	 Recognise local involvement in community forestry.
•	 Enforce a framework and exclude non-forest users from taking forest 

resources in the territories of different communities.
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