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SOCIAL FORESTRY AS A RESOURCE SYSTEM 
 

 

Lucrecio L. Rebugio 
 

 

During the last decade or so social forestry has gained worldwide popularity.  Several 

factors could explain this but it could be attributed mainly to the limitation or failure of 

conventional/classical forestry practices in promoting forest conservation in 

developing rural communities in the tropics. 

 

Inspite of this worldwide popularity, however, social forestry has remained 

conceptually vague even to forestry professionals who are primarily tasked to 

implement social forestry programs. 

 

This paper seeks to help clarify the concept of social forestry.  Using a resource 

system concept, it specifically attempts to: 

 

 Compare and contrast social forestry from other resource systems;  

 Clarify the relationship among social forestry, community forestry, and other 

related concepts; and 

 Define the relationship among social forestry, agriculture, and rural 

development 

 

Resource System Concept 

 

One way of viewing social forestry is as a resource system.  According to Firey 

(1960) a resource system is: 

 

. . . a generic designation of any set of resource processes, irrespective of 

the structural character which that set may or may not have.  Thus, a 

particular resource system might be viewed as consisting of the tools 

which are customarily employed, the combinations and sequences in 

which they are used; the animals employed, their equipment, care, 

habitats and seasonal characteristics; the crops grown, their growth 

patterns, soil tolerances, planting, cultivation and harvesting sequences; 

the soils cultivated; their structure, chemistry and micro-organismic 

activity; the productive organization of the population, its market forms, 

specialization of labor and land  division; the relevant conceptual 

categories, empirical knowledge, and magical beliefs possessed by a 

people; and finally, a particular nexus of organic and physical processes 

such as photosynthesis, symbiosis, evaporation, etc. 
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Firey distinguished two types of resource systems according to the presence or absence 

of some deterministic structure within a set of resource processes: resource complex 

and resource congeries.  A resource complex shows a degree of constancy and 

stability in spite of external changes.  It has a certain lawfulness, which expresses the 

basic (invariant) properties that it possesses as a structural whole; its component 

processes are specially designated as resource practices.  On the other hand, a 

resource congeries is unstable, and indeterminate; it varies widely with external 

changes. 

 

In the sense that generally, the resource processes of a people from a structural whole 

composed of some generic invariance (basic) properties (elements) (a characteristics 

consistent with general system), a resource system is more logically viewed as a 

resource complex.  And since the component processes of a resource complex are 

specially designated as resource practices, a resource system, therefore, can simply be 

defined as a set of resource practices. 

 

Elements and Structure of a Resource System 

 

The elements and structure of a resource system are illustrated in Figures 1 and 2. 

 

Based on Firey’s definition, a resource system is composed of three generic elements 

(parts or subsystems); land (biophysical system), people (social system), and 

technology (technological system)1.  These elements interact at a particular place and 

time to constitute a set of resource practices. 

 

An example of a resource practice is an upland forest farmer in the Philippines 

planting rice with a dibble stick on wet soil during the rainy season.  This interaction 

could be briefly analyzed as follows: 

 
1.  Elements/Components Represented by: 

Social system  

Technology 

Biophysical system 

Place 

Time 

Upland forest farmer 

Planting rice with dibble stick 

Wet soil, rainy months 

Philippines 

August 

2. Dynamics or Pattern  

of Interaction 

The technology (planting rice with the dibble stick) is 

influenced by the capabilities or prevailing culture of the 

upland forest farmer (social system) and soil and climatic 

condition (biophysical factors) of the planting site 

(Philippines) during the time of planting.  On the other hand, 

the technology influences the way the upland forest farmer 

organizes its production process.  It also affects the planting 
                                                           
1 Land, people, and technology are metaphors for the biophysical, social system, and technological 

components, respectively, of a resource system.  Biophysical/ecosystem components include soil, 

topography, climate, vegetation, and other elements.  Social system includes population, social, 

economic and political structures, etc., and technological system includes tools, implements, cropping 

patterns, resource practices, dissemination methods, etc. 
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site stability through time. 

 

The above example is easily recognized as a component of shifting cultivation, a 

resource system prevalent in the tropics.  But it could be a component also of 

agroforestry, another resource system.  Other examples of resource practices are :  a 

logger in Indonesia, felling logs with a chainsaw during summer (timber harvesting 

system); a forestry extension agent in Nepal demonstrating how to plant trees along 

contours during the planting season. 

 

Resource system interactions is not confined internally, among its component 

elements.  A resource system also interacts with other resource systems or other 

relevant systems in its environment - biophysical, socio-economic, and political.  For 

example, social forestry practitioners have to deal with market structures to insure that 

its production (output) surplus would readily be absorbed thereby enhancing the 

economic gainfulness of the system.  Social forestry implementors must also interact 

with the political system to lessen some policy constraints on the effective practice of 

social forestry such as an exploitative or onerous land tenure system. 

 

All resource system interactions - whether internal (between or among its parts) or 

external - are purposive.  They are oriented towards achieving relevant objectives and 

goals.  The specific objectives (direct output) of a resource system vary from one type 

to another, but its goals or ultimate objectives are generally similar.  Implied from its 

generic elements, the goals are: 

 

 Land productivity and stability 

 Technological sustainability 

 Socioeconomic growth and equity.  

 

Social Forestry and Other Resource Systems 

 

Relationship between production, protection and social forestry 

 

How is social forestry conceptually distinct from other types of forestry practices such 

as production forestry, protection forestry, and other  forestry systems? 

 

Obviously social forestry, production forestry, and environmental forestry can all be 

viewed as resource systems, or as sets of resource practices.  In a systems hierarchy, 

each of them is a part or sub-system of the forestry resource system (Figure 3).  This 

view of social forestry as subsystem of forestry or natural resource system may be 

contrasted with another concept in which there is no distinctive social forestry as such 

but all forestry practices possess social characteristics/dimensions (Burch and Parker, 

1984).  

 

As forestry subsystems at the same hierarchical level, social forestry, production 

forestry and environmental forestry exhibit some similarities.  However, each of them 

also exhibits unique or different characteristics as implied in Figure 4.  
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In Figure 4, assuming that A, B, C are respective sets of social forestry, production 

forestry and environmental forestry practices: 

 

1. The intersection on ABC implies that there are similarities in objectives and 

resource practices among the three types of forestry resource systems.  For 

example, a smallhold tree-farming activity that satisfies three types of 

objectives at the same time: raw materials for a forestry industry (production 

forestry objective), basic needs of the participants for food and increased 

income (social forestry objective), and maintenance of social stability 

(environmental forestry objective) reflects the intersection. 

 

The intersections AB, BC, and AC also suggest similarities in practices and 

objectives only between social forestry and production forestry, between 

production forestry and environmental forestry, and between social forestry 

and environmental forestry, respectively.  

 

2. The unique sets (A, B,  and C) imply the differentiating/distinguishing 

characteristic of the three respective sets of resource practices.  We suggest 

that the point of departure for social forestry is those resource practices that 

promote social equity (equitable sharing of productive benefits from forestry 

practices); for production forestry, those resource practices that maximize 

forest land productivity and efficiency, and for environmental forestry, those 

resource practices that best promote biophysical stability of the natural 

environment.  

 

Conceptually, it is easy to see the similarities/intersections among and between 

forestry resources systems (Figure 4).  In reality, however, it is hard to find these 

convergencies because of basic conflicts that arise from the diverging value orientation 

of each of the resource systems (Table 1).  For example, because of its productive 

efficiency orientation, production forestry, whether it is a forest renewal (reforestation) 

or forest exploitation (logging), would likely employ big-scale, capital-intensive, 

labor-substituting, and market-oriented (extraction of products with high market value 

or planting of species that have high industrial demand) resource practices.  While 

social forestry, because of its social equity orientation would likely adopt a relatively 

smaller scale (individual, family or communal-based operations), labor-intensive and 

local-needs-oriented resource practices, i.e., planting of locally preferred species to 

satisfy local needs for fuelwood, fodder, etc., and harvesting of forest raw materials for 

cottage industries.  

 

On the other hand, because of its value for stability and harmony, environmental 

forestry would employ resource practices that minimize or avoid forest resource 

exploitation.  It would also prefer to establish any form of forest land renewal or 

rehabilitation practices in highly degraded areas, which from the view of production 

forestry is inefficient or uneconomical and from the point of view of social forestry is 

impractical since such areas are incapable of producing crops to satisfy the short-term 
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needs of local people on a sustainable basis. 

 

From the above observations, the limitation of each type of resource system i.e., social 

forestry, production forestry, and environmental forestry, with respect to the general 

resource system objectives is evident.  It is clear that not any one of the three resource 

systems can maximize the fulfillment of the values or ultimate goals of productivity 

and stability, sustainability, and equity simultaneously.  When one value is pursued by 

a given set of resource practices, the others tend to be minimized.  In other words, 

there are consequent trade-offs when one value is more vigorously pursued than 

another. 

 

To social forestry, this particularly implies that because of its primary value orientation 

of social equity, it could not equally promote environmental stability and productive 

efficiency.  As such, social forestry should not be viewed as panacea or cure-all to the 

environmental, social, and land-use problems of tropical forestry.  Rather, it should be 

realistically seen as an alternative resource system that can be effectively pursued only 

under favorable or appropriate biophysical and socioeconomic conditions. 

 

Necessary and sufficient conditions for social forestry 

 

While its basic or ultimate value orientation is social equity or equitable distribution of 

productive benefits, it does not mean that social forestry is no longer concerned with 

productivity or stability.  In fact, as implied in Figure 4 and shown in Table 1, it is 

also concerned with both.  But it assumes that resource productivity and stability are 

meaningless if social equity is not likewise achieved.  For what good is a productive 

and stable forest resource if it benefits mostly the affluent sector of society, and it 

bypasses the poor rural masses which characterize most tropical societies?  It is also 

assumed that social forestry  is willing to trade-off some degree of productive 

efficiency or biophysical harmony, especially in the short-run, for a higher degree of 

social equity. 

 

But to what extent can productivity, stability of both be sacrificed in order to achieve a 

desirable level of equity?  In other words, how can the inherent conflict between the 

values of equity, productivity and stability be reconciled?  This is a difficult question 

to answer in theory, more so in practice.  We suggest, however, that a way to resolve 

the conflict in practice is through a meaningful process of participatory 

decision-making in social forestry development programming.  In McLuhan’s (1964) 

language, “the medium (process) is the message.” 

 

From the above, the conditions for effective social forestry are evident.  Productivity 

and stability are the necessary conditions while equity through meaningful social 

participation is the sufficient condition. 

 

Social forestry, community (village) forestry, and farm (household) forestry 

 

Another confusing aspect of social forestry is its relationship to community (village) 
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forestry, and farm (household) forestry. 

 

 

 

In the literature and in many forums, social forestry is often used interchangeably with 

community forestry.  And farm forestry is viewed as one model (a component) of 

community or social forestry.  The latter viewpoint is correct but the former needs 

clarification. 

 

At times it is quite appropriate to use social forestry synonymously with community 

forestry, when we refer to social-oriented forestry practices/projects at the local 

(village or community) level.  However, it is not accurate to use both concepts 

interchangeably when referring to regionally or nation-based social forestry practices 

(program).  It is quite clear with these examples that social forestry is a broader, more 

encompassing category than community forestry (Hoskins, 1982).  Therefore, it 

would be best to generally view community (Hamilton, 1983) and farm forestry as 

subsystems or components of social forestry (Kirchhofer and Mercer, 1984).2 

 

This viewpoint implies that community and farm (household) forestry are both social 

forestry practices.3   But the former is locally based (village or community-based) 

while the latter is individual, household, or farm-based.  However, the relationship 

between farm forestry, community, and social forestry could be more appropriately 

depicted as a hierarchy (Figures 5 and 6). 

 

Agroforestry, multi-product forestry, small-scale forestry (fuelwood plantation), 

recreation forestry, etc., and social forestry 

 

In a resource system hierarchy, agroforestry, small-scale forestry (fuelwood 

plantation), recreation forestry, etc. 4   are all subsystems or components of social 

                                                           
2   In their concept paper, “Putting Social and Community Forestry in Perspective,” Kirchhofer and 

Mercer appropriately classified community forestry as a component of subsystem of social forestry.  

However, their classification of social forestry programs into those requiring collective and individual 

actions is a bit confusing.  Social forestry programs, whether individual, household, or farm-based such 

as farm forestry (trees for farms in the authors’ term) or village-based such as community forestry, 

require both collective (national campaigns, group activities) and individual/interpersonal approaches to 

provide the involvement of local and other relevant groups of people. 

 
3   As social forestry practices, farm and community forestry activities must be committed primarily to 

the goal or value of social equity.  In tropical Asia there are many farm and community forestry 

practices or projects that are social forestry in intent but not in practices because they are more 

beneficial to the richer sector of the community. 
4   FAO briefly described the following resource practices:  agroforestry as a combination of forestry 

and agricultural crop, either simultaneously or in rotation; small-scale forestry as typically the 

cultivation of village woodlots to provide fuelwood for the community; multi-product forestry as the use 

of forest products such as honey, game meats and fruits, as well as wood. 

 

 Recreation forestry is the management of the forest to provide leisure and similar types of 

services. 
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forestry (Figure 3).  However, as subsystems they could be more practically viewed as 

alternative production technologies (technological subsystems) of social forestry.  

Each of these technologies is appropriate depending on local needs and other relevant 

social and biophysical aspects. 

 

Since these production technologies could also be employed by production or 

protection forestry, they can be called social forestry only to the extent that they 

promote the value of social equity. 

 

By its very nature, agroforestry could be the most suitable form of social forestry 

production technology in the tropics.  It has a great potential to respond not only to 

the short-term needs of the rural poor (the majority in tropical rural communities) for 

food, fodder, and fuelwood but also to the longer term needs of the rural community 

for social and environmental stability.  As a production technology, however, 

agroforestry has a dual identity.  It is a component of both social forestry and 

agriculture, particularly agronomy and/or animal husbandry. 

 

If the needs of the community or the relevant social system is primarily fuelwood, then 

small-scale forestry such as fuelwood plantation is the most appropriate production 

technology.  If the need is various types of forestry products then it is multi-product 

forestry, and if the need is for the place to have fun or peace and quiet, then it should 

be recreation forestry.5 

 

As a production technologies, the above sets of resource practices are by no means 

limited to the promotion of social forestry values.  They could in fact be used to 

promote goals and values irrelevant to social forestry, i.e., agroforestry and fuelwood 

plantations established and managed by landed people.  One of the great challenges of 

social forestry therefore is not so much the choosing of appropriate production 

technology but insuring that such a choice would indeed promote relevant goals and 

objectives. 

 

Social forestry, agriculture, and rural development 

 

Social  forestry and agriculture may best viewed as intersecting components or 

subsystems of rural development (Figure 7) the intersection may be interpreted as 

agroforestry, or arboriculture (fruit-tree orchard, or any set of resources practices 

having forestry and agricultural components). 

 

In most of the countries of tropical Asia, at least 70 percent  of the people in rural 

                                                           
5     It is debatable whether forest recreation is a priority need in tropical areas, considering the 

socioeconomic condition of the majority of the people.  In Maslovian terms one can argue that people 

would not appreciate or feel the need for leisure or recreation, viz-a-viz forest recreation areas until their 

basic needs for food, clothing, shelter and economic surety are satisfied. 

 

 However, lamenting the failure to give due recognition to recreation as a forestry (social 

forestry) activity/practice, Halos (1982) suggests that in the Philippines, “gambling, dancing, drinking 

after paydays and celebrations are manifestations of need for recreation.” 
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communities are farmers.  Therefore, in this part of the world,  agricultural 

development is almost synonymous with rural development with rural development.  

But since rural development has broader goals; i.e., socioeconomic growth, stability, 

and equity, agriculture, although  the predominant resource practice/system, is  just  

of the means to  

 

achieve such goals.  Therefore in a strict sense agriculture could be more 

appropriately conceptualized as a subject of rural development. 

 

Although the majority of rural people in the tropics are predominantly dependent on 

agriculture for their livelihood a large proportion including the small and landless 

farmers and the rest of the rural poor depend on the forests for their basic needs for 

food, fuelwood, fodder and other basic needs.  As such, the development of rural 

communities must include social forestry as a necessary component.  As such, in a 

system hierarchy, social forestry can be viewed logically as a subsystem of rural 

development. 
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Table 1.  Relative Value Orientation of Forestry Resources Systems. 

 

 VALUE ORIENTATION 

Resource  

System 

Goal Technology People  

(Social System) 

Forest Ecosystem 

Production 

forestry 

Productivity 

and Growth 

Efficiency  People as adjuncts in 

achieving productivity 

 Social System 

organized around 

efficient technology 

Forest Productivity as measure of system’s 

effectiveness 

Protection/ 

Environmental 

Forestry 

Harmony 

Stability 

Adaptability  People/social system 

conform to natural 

laws; minimizes 

exploitation 

Forest stability as indicator of 

system’s effectiveness 

Social 

Forestry 

Social Equity Cultural 

consistency / 

social 

acceptability 

 Participation and 

involvement of rural 

people in social 

forestry development 

 Indigenous rural 

institutions paramount 

Forest productivity 

and stability are 

necessary conditions 

Social equity 

or fair sharing 

of forest 

goods, 

services and 

opportunities, 

a sufficient 

condition 
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FIGURE 2.  General structure of a resources system.
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A- Social Forestry - Equity

B - Production Forestry Productivity
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Figure 4.  Venn Diagram showing the relationship of production forestry, 

environmental forestry, and social forestry.



N
at

io
n

al

C
o
m

m
u

n
it

y
 

(V
il

la
g

e)

H
o

u
se

h
o

ld

F
ar

m

F
ig

u
re

 5
. 
 H

ie
ra

rc
h
y

 o
f 

S
o
ci

al
 F

o
re

st
ry

 P
ro

g
ra

m
.



Figure 6.  Social Forestry at the household, community and national level.
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Figure 7.  Social Forestry and agriculture as intersecting 

subsystems of rural development.


