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Abstract: Major advances have been made over the past two decades in our understanding of the 
contribution forests and trees outside forests make to human well-being across the globe. Yet this 
knowledge has not always been incorporated into broader poverty and development policy 
agendas. The result is a missed opportunity to effectively and sustainably reach national and 
international poverty alleviation goals. Here, we address the need for greater integration of 
forests and trees in development policy. We distil five key findings based on the current evidence 
base and discuss their implications for decision-makers. We find that (1) forests and trees are 
critical to global efforts to end poverty but (2) their benefits to human well-being are unevenly 
distributed. Although the evidence indicates that (3) forests and trees can help the rural poor as 
they face profound global changes, it also shows that (4) poorly aligned forest and land use 
policies and programmes may lead to excessive costs being borne by the poor. However, we do 
find that (5) policy and management measures exist that can enable forests and trees to 
effectively address poverty goals even as there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution. Key overarching 
policy implications of these findings include the need to integrate forests and trees more 
explicitly into land-use planning and poverty reduction programs, strengthen forest property 
rights, self-governance and technical skills of forest-reliant communities, and carefully tailor 
policy measures to the context in which they are implemented.  



1. Introduction  

Conceptual advances and current scientific evidence on how forests and trees outside forests 

affect poverty have important implications for policy processes across the globe. Knowledge of 

the extent to which forests and trees contribute to the alleviation of poverty in all its dimensions 

is of particular interest (Lawlor et al., 2019; Miller et al., 2020a). Less than a decade remains to 

achieve the ambitious targets set under the United Nations 2030 Agenda, including the first of its 

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): to “end poverty in all its forms everywhere” (UN, 

2015). The COVID-19 global pandemic has been a major setback in progress toward these goals 

(Barbier & Burgess, 2020; UN 2020a; IPBES 2020). Climate change, biodiversity loss and rising 

socioeconomic inequality further challenge efforts to achieve poverty targets and the other SDGs 

(IPBES 2019; IPCC 2019; UN 2020b; Shyamsundar et al., this issue). At the same time, these 

global trends also present an opportunity for new thinking, policy and practice that leads to 

transformative change in the service of poverty alleviation and sustainability goals (Leach et al., 

2021; McElwee et al., 2020).  

 

This contemporary global context gives new urgency to more thoroughly integrating forests and 

trees in poverty alleviation efforts. For millions of people living in poverty, forest and tree 

resources not only provide food, fuel for cooking and heating, medicine, and shelter, but in some 

contexts they also function as safety nets in emergencies, both economic and environmental 

(Razafindratsima et al., this issue; Shyamsundar et al., this issue). Forest resources also generate 

income through employment and through the sale of forest-derived goods and services (Agrawal 

et al., 2013; Razafindratsima et al., this issue; Whiteman et al., 2015).  

 



However, these and other contributions forests make to poverty alleviation often occur outside 

formal markets and so are mostly excluded from national income accounts. As a result, they are 

frequently overlooked in poverty and development policy discussions (Miller & Hajjar, 2020; 

Scoones et al., 1992; Shackleton & Pandey 2014), a missed opportunity at best and a reason for 

failed policy outcomes at worst (Scott, 1998; Seymour and Busch, 2016). This limited visibility 

for forests and trees in policymaking may be a reason for insufficient investments in the forest 

sector in many countries (Brancalion et al., 2017; Shyamsundar et al., this issue; Waldron et al., 

2013), leading to further erosion of its potential in poverty alleviation.  A strengthened policy 

focus on forests and trees could therefore help address these shortcomings to better meet the 

needs of the poor as well as address broader sustainable development challenges.   

   

This article addresses the need for more explicit incorporation of forests and trees in national and 

international policy-making processes linked to poverty, development and sustainability. To do 

so, we distil key findings based on the evidence presented in this special issue and the Global 

Forest Expert Panel report on which it is based (Miller et al. 2020a). These findings are 

organized into five main messages, each of which includes a discussion of implications for 

policy decision-makers (Table 1). The article identifies both opportunities and challenges for 

“forests and tree-based systems”—the spectrum from natural old-growth forests, to those 

managed to optimise resource yields, to the wide range of agroforestry practices, and to single-

species tree crop management” (Miller et al., 2020a)—in tackling poverty. We conclude by 

reflecting on the future for forests, trees and poverty in light of the COVID-19 global pandemic 

and major social and political changes currently taking place in countries around the world.  

 



The findings and analysis presented here are of particular relevance to government policy 

formation and implementation pertaining to forests and land use, on the one hand, and poverty 

and human development, on the other. They are also relevant to civil society actors, donor 

organizations, the private sector and the academic community working at the interface of poverty 

reduction and environmental management.  

 

2. Key messages and implications for decision-makers 

 

Key Message 1. Forests and trees are critical to global efforts to end poverty 

 

Forests and tree-based systems are essential to global efforts to alleviate and ultimately eradicate 

poverty as embodied in the UN SDGs (Katila et al., 2019). Globally, more than 1.6 billion 

people live within 5km of a forest, more than two-thirds of whom reside in low- and middle-

income countries (LMICs) (Newton et al., 2020). This population includes approximately 250 

million of the world’s extreme poor, who often rely directly on the goods and services that 

forests and trees provide to meet basic needs (FAO and UNEP, 2020). Forests contribute 20-25% 

of household income – roughly equivalent to that of agriculture – for forest-adjacent 

communities in many tropical countries (Angelsen et al., 2014). Trees outside forests, managed 

in a range of agroforestry systems, also contribute substantially to income and other aspects of 

human well-being in contexts around the world (Waldron et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2020b).  

 

Human well-being (and its converse, poverty) is now widely understood as a complex, 

multidimensional state (Alkire and Santos, 2014; UN, 2015; World Bank, 2018). This broader 



understanding of poverty means forests and trees are important in addressing SDG 1 beyond 

income-based measures. Forests and tree-based systems provide both tangible and intangible 

inputs to household well-being, including the material aspects of people’s lives such as energy, 

health, housing, income and nutrition and non-material aspects such as community relations and 

trust and those relating to culture and spirituality (as reviewed in Razafindratsima et al., this 

issue).  

 

Maintaining the health of forests and tree-based systems is important not only to provide current 

benefits but also to retain future options to support human well-being (Jagger et al., this issue; 

Razafindratsima et al., this issue; Shyamsundar et al., this issue). Poor households rely on many 

forest goods and services that regulate ecosystems (e.g., flood mitigation, clean water, and 

pollination), the loss of which would have long-term consequences. Simply put, the continued 

loss of forests and trees threatens not only the biological integrity of our planet but also our 

ability to end poverty—and undermines efforts to ensure that poverty does not re-emerge. 

 

Poverty is dynamic and a given individual or household may move in and out of poverty at 

different points over time (Krishna, 2011; Jagger et al., this issue). For many people, forests and 

tree-based systems are important for satisfying regular day-to-day needs and help maintain well-

being (Lawlor et al., 2019). However, in some circumstances, these resources can also help 

people secure livelihoods and move out of poverty.  Forest-associated pathways out of poverty 

may emerge directly through the sale of forest and tree products and indirectly through the 

enhancement of soil fertility, water regulation and the provision of other ecosystem services 



supporting food production and other livelihoods needs (Reed et al., 2017; Razafindratsima et 

al., this issue; Miller and Hajjar, 2020).  

 

Forests and trees also play a crucial role in risk management ensuring vulnerable households do 

not sink even deeper into poverty and the non-poor avoid impoverishment. They perform this 

function by smoothing consumption and income across seasons and years through the provision 

of food, fodder, fuel and other products that may be consumed at home or sold (Razafindratsima 

et al., this issue). This role for forests and trees is especially relevant to the rural poor because 

they often do not have access to other forms of insurance or access to diverse livelihood 

strategies, and often rely on livelihood activities that are subject to external shocks such as 

drought or other extreme weather events (Noack et al., 2019). Risk management is becoming 

even more critical in the face of the growing impact of climate change and other global shocks 

such as the COVID-19 pandemic (Azevedo et al., 2020).  

 

The evidence that forests and trees support poor people to improve their well-being or mitigate 

risks is well-established, but their role in helping people move permanently out of poverty is 

much less well documented (Jagger et al., this issue; Razafindratsima et al., this issue; 

Shyamsundar et al., 2020). Thus, understanding the pathways that guide forest-poverty dynamics 

is necessary for future interventions that consider forests and trees as tools for poverty 

alleviation. An important step in doing so is to quantify the economic and other benefits of 

forests and trees in national accounts and to systematically collect data on the diverse ways that 

forests and trees can contribute to national development agendas (Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021a; 

Hein et al., 2020). 



 

Key Message 2. Benefits from forests and trees to human well-being are unevenly distributed 

 

Although forests and tree-based systems are important to human well-being, the benefits they 

bring are not always distributed evenly and are shaped by many different socioeconomic, 

political and biophysical factors.  These factors, such as age, gender, ethnicity and economic 

class, elite capture, armed conflict, or climate change and related policies, vary across spatial and 

temporal scales (Oldekop et al., this issue). They may constrain or enable the ability of forests 

and trees to alleviate poverty in a manner that is effective, just and sustainable. Understanding 

differences across time, space and context is important to appropriately tailor forest- and land 

use-related poverty interventions. Unless such distinctions are accounted for, forests and trees 

risk being ignored as assets that can contribute to poverty alleviation thereby increasing the risk 

that they will be further degraded or destroyed.    

 

For example, considering gender in relation to forests and tree-based systems matters because 

how, why and where men and women access, use and manage forests and trees differ (Mwangi et 

al., 2011; Sunderland et al., 2014; Kristjanson et al., 2019). Gender gaps have persisted across 

world regions in terms of access to services, access to markets and value-addition activities, land 

and tree tenure voice and agency, and hiring labour (Colfer et al., 2016; Elias et al., 2021). Such 

gaps have been to the detriment of women generally, and specifically, for poor women and their 

households as they are limited in their ability to take full advantage of these activities and 

circumstances to improve their well-being. Several actions can be taken to address such 

imbalances, including fostering participatory and inclusive forest landscape-level planning 



processes, supporting women in forest leadership positions, setting targets for female 

representation on forest decision-making bodies, and capacity strengthening for women’s groups, 

networks, and inclusive forest-related platforms (Kristjanson et al., 2019). 

 

The relationship between forests and poverty alleviation includes fundamental temporal 

dimensions (Jagger et al., this issue). Many trees take a long time to grow thus their benefits are 

often only realised in the longer-term. Yet mature forests can quickly be lost or degraded through 

agricultural conversion, clearcutting or fire. There are trade-offs between short-term livelihood 

imperatives and the long timescales intrinsic to forest growth. The provision of forest goods and 

services also includes trade-offs over time. For example, tree species selection in forest 

restoration may deliver short-term soil benefits for agriculture but have fewer longer-term 

benefits for mitigating climate change. Or such selection may result in carbon sequestration at 

the expense of biodiversity conservation. Trade-offs may also exist between near-term poverty 

alleviation goals and eradicating poverty over the long term, which implies a need for sustainable 

management so that forests and trees are able to provide a continuous supply of ecosystem goods 

and services into the future to help prevent the recurrence of poverty.  

 

Defining and adjudicating among these different trade-offs are fundamentally political decisions 

(Chhatre & Saberwal, 2006; Fleischman et al., 2021). More holistic analyses that carefully 

account for who might benefit and who might be negatively affected and over what time scales 

are needed to inform decision-making about different policy options (Mansourian, 2021). 

Recognizing potential trade-offs can also help identify more effective means to mitigate short-

term losses and compensate those negatively affected. Landscape and nexus approaches that 



ensure equitable stakeholder participation and carefully consider interlinkages across scales and 

sectors can be used to navigate these complex trade-off issues. (Arts, et al., 2017; Fürst et al 

2017; Albrecht et al. 2018; Reed et al., 2020).  Effectively navigating these issues and enabling 

forest and tree-based systems to better serve the needs of the poor will also likely require a 

creative mix of different governance and policy mechanisms (Agrawal et al., 2018; Hajjar et al., 

this issue, 2021a) 

 

The contribution of forests and trees to human well-being also varies across spatial lines. Forests 

and trees make uneven contributions to livelihoods in different places and scales within and 

across countries. For example, while the contribution of forests and trees on farms to household 

incomes may be relatively small at a national scale, it can be very significant to households in 

rural areas of many countries (Angelsen et al., 2014; HLPE 2017; Miller et al., 2017). There are 

also important instances where the converse is true. In many forest and wildlife-rich countries in 

Africa, for example, timber and tourism are major contributors to national accounts but the 

benefits may not accrue at the local level—and, worse, local communities may bear the cost of 

these activities through environmental degradation, restricted access to protected areas, or crop 

raiding and conflicts with wild animals (see Key Message 4 below). In general, the evidence 

suggests that the poor are rarely able to capture the bulk of benefits from forests, even as forest 

and trees are vital to them in terms of subsistence and food security (Razafindratsima et al., this 

issue; Vira et al., 2015).  

 

This inequality extends to relations between wealthy countries and LMICs. Historically, the 

timber sector contributed to the economic development of many countries in Europe and North 



America that are now among the world’s wealthiest nations (Barbier, 2011; Cronon 2009). From 

the Colonial Era to the present, the environmental and social impacts of forest product extraction 

have often been felt in countries now classified as LMICs while many of the benefits have 

accrued in wealthy countries (Humphreys 2006; Barbier, 2011).  

 

Power imbalances within and across countries also constrain the ability of the poor to leverage 

forest resources to exit poverty. Indeed, investment by major financial actors such as 

transnational corporations, institutional investors, credit rating agencies, and international banks 

based in high-income countries is a significant driver of deforestation in LMICs, further fuelling 

inequalities (Folke et al., 2019; Galaz et al., 2018; Humphreys 2006). Markets for commodities 

such as timber, beef, soy, and palm oil will continue to grow (Oldekop et al. 2020; Shyamsundar 

et al., this issue) and, in principle, could offer potential for poverty alleviation at the forest-

agricultural frontier. Available evidence on this potential is mixed. Although communities 

already well-connected to markets may benefit, more remote, forest-reliant communities have 

seen negative consequences, with income flows tending to favour owners of land and capital, 

including large corporations, rather than the poor or, worse, loss of livelihoods through 

dispossession (Gabay & Alam, 2017; Li 2017; Santika et al., 2019). Further, the production of 

these commodities may lead to deforestation, limiting the future contributions of forests to 

poverty alleviation.  

 

A range of other contextual factors also shape the distribution of benefits and costs from forests 

and tree-based landscapes within forest communities (Jagger et al., this issue; Oldekop et al., this 

issue). Class, gender, race, and ethnicity, among other social differences, affect how and who 



uses forests and trees. So, too, does political context, with processes and outcomes varying in 

different national political systems (Brandt et al., 2017; Miller et al., 2015; Rodriguez Solorzano 

& Fleischman, 2018). Political institutions and land use policies have been shown to be key 

factors when forests and trees produce negative externalities, such as crop-raiding, livestock 

predation and infectious disease transmission from wildlife to humans (Razafindratsima et al., 

this issue, Jagger et al. this issue). More generally, governance factors play a decisive role in 

forest-poverty dynamics and the effectiveness of forest and tree-based poverty alleviation 

interventions. For example, enhanced governance through micro-level institutional modifications 

can reduce the risk of elite capture in natural resource decentralization (Persha and Andersson, 

2014). Recent evidence from quantitative impact evaluation studies in different contexts around 

the world has further shown the key role of governance in moderating the impacts of 

decentralized forest management policies and programs (Blackman & Bluffstone, 2021). Further 

illustration of the role of governance factors in shaping the effectiveness of forest- and tree-based 

poverty alleviation interventions in provided under Key Message 5 below.  

 

Key Message 3. Forests and trees can help the rural poor as they face profound global 

changes 

 

Our world is currently in the throes of profound global challenges, which are affecting the most 

vulnerable and poorest members of society in the harshest ways. More extreme and frequent 

weather events associated with climate change, widening inequality, concentration of political 

power in fewer hands and the growing threat of zoonotic diseases, among others, exacerbate an 

already tenuous situation for the poor (Oldekop et al., 2020; Shyamsundar et al., this issue; 



UNDRR 2019). The multiple risks posed by global changes to the forest-reliant poor threaten 

opportunities for poverty alleviation as poor households have limited capacity or resources to 

tackle new challenges or take advantage of new opportunities (Shyamsundar et al., this issue).   

 

Forests and trees may play an important role in strategies to reduce risks and improve conditions 

that would allow poor households to move out of poverty. Under certain circumstances, forests 

and trees can be a lifeline (Azevedo et al., 2020). Although forests and trees do not offer a ‘silver 

bullet’ for securing or stabilising well-being, the poor have been able to harness forest goods and 

services to manage and mitigate risk, particularly where market access and public service 

provision is limited (Razafindratsima et al., this issue; Wunder et al., 2014). In many 

circumstances, strategic investments will be required to enable to the rural poor to take 

advantage of forests and tree-based systems to improve their well-being.  Without such 

investments, they will have difficulty taking advantage of global supply chains, adapting to 

climate change or accessing private finance.  Further, the risks they face will deepen with global 

changes and forests will be less of a buffer than they previously were.   

 

Several avenues exist for decision-makers to promote the use of forests and trees to enhance 

resilience and manage risk. Financing reforms in forest-based commodity supply chains can help 

to strengthen transparency and develop capacity for smallholders to access global value chains 

(Shyamsundar et al. this issue), thus redressing inequality inherent to the current systems. More 

generally, conservation and sustainable management of forest and tree-based landscapes can 

diversify livelihood options for the poor, whether connected to global markets or not. Payments 

for environmental service (PES) schemes, including Reducing emissions from deforestation and 



forest degradation (REDD+), can also serve to protect forest assets while providing benefits to 

forest-reliant communities (Caplow et al., 2011; Hajjar et al. 2021c).  Investments in climate 

adaptation can contribute to reducing exposure to natural disasters and stabilising ecosystem 

services for the benefit of the rural poor. Strengthening rights to land and political participation – 

particularly of Indigenous Peoples – is critical to realizing the risk mitigation and other positive 

social and environmental benefits forests and trees can provide (Tseng et al. 2020; Miller et al., 

2021). Democratizing access to new forest-monitoring technologies can enhance rights and 

connectivity among forest-proximate communities (Shyamsundar et al., this issue). There are 

also opportunities for integrated actions that can address health and environmental change such 

as buffer areas between agriculture and livestock production and forests, wildlife and human 

disease surveillance, and wildlife trade reforms (Baudron and Liégeios 2020; Booth et al., 2021). 

Finally, targeted social assistance programs such as employment guarantees, cash transfers and 

educational or health subsidies may help alleviate poverty and reduce vulnerability to various 

global trends among poor households that rely on forests and trees (Agrawal et al. 2020).  Such 

programs need to be designed carefully, however, so as to avoid potential perverse 

environmental outcomes (Dyngeland et al., 2020).  

 

Key message 4. Poorly aligned forest and land use policies and programmes may lead to 

excessive costs being borne by the poor  

 

Forest and land-use policies and programmes can impose particular costs on the rural poor who 

rely on forests and trees (Razafindratsima et al., this issue; Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021b). As 

described above, exploitation of natural assets can have direct repercussions on the livelihoods of 



the poor. Recognizing the role and rights of Indigenous Peoples and local communities over 

forest lands will require aligning sustainability considerations with environmental justice goals 

like more equitable distribution of environmental benefits and harms and strengthened 

participation of marginalized groups in decision-making processes (Martin, 2017). Tenure 

reforms can help the rural poor to secure access to forest resources (Katila et al., 2020; Miller et 

al., 2021) even as they can also sometimes increase conflict in cases where market forces have 

supported elite capture of forest resources (Hajjar et al., 2020). In some instances, more stringent 

procurement policies may have served to squeeze out smallholders, thus leading to an increase in 

their poverty levels (Eba’a Atyi et al., 2013; Hajjar, 2015). Finally, although tree planting may 

bring many benefits, it may also affect the rural poor by reducing available agricultural land and 

creating conflict if not carried out in a consultative and locally-appropriate manner (Erbaugh, et 

al., 2020; Fleischman et al. 2020). 

 

As illustrated in the examples above, the evidence suggests that the poor are rarely able to 

capture the bulk of benefits from forests, even as forests and trees are vital to them in terms of 

subsistence and food security. Given the wide uses and distribution of benefits from forests, the 

needs and voices of the poor can go unrecognized by both forestry and poverty reduction 

programmes. The unequal impacts of many forest and tree-based interventions may help to 

explain why they have frequently had limited effects in alleviating poverty (Hajjar et al., this 

issue, 2021b). For decision-makers, particularly in the forestry, agricultural and rural 

development sectors, recognizing the presence and rights of forest-proximate communities, 

identifying their reliance on multiple forest goods and services and clarifying how to strengthen 

or provide alternatives for the roles forests play (in securing well-being, risk reduction and 



creating opportunities for prosperity) is critical.  Further strengthening rights beyond recognition 

is also crucial, through policy, legal frameworks, and investments. Such property rights reforms 

are likely to be more effective when combined with other policies supporting access to justice, 

enforcement of rights, technical assistance, and basic infrastructure (Hajjar et al., this issue, 

2021a). Taking these steps may help navigate various trade-offs, as discussed under Key 

Message 2 above. 

 

Key Message 5. Policy and management measures exist to enable forests and trees to 

effectively address poverty goals even as there is no ‘one size fits all’ solution 

 

Nobel Prize-winning economist Elinor Ostrom (2007) famously argued that there are no simple 

panaceas for addressing the world’s sustainability challenges. We confirm this observation for 

the role of forests and trees in poverty alleviation. Instead, a diverse set of natural resource and 

forest sector policies, programmes, technologies and strategies contribute to addressing poverty. 

For example, strong evidence exists of a role for forests in poverty alleviation with respect to 

agroforestry, community forest management and ecotourism (Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021b). 

Together, such interventions can help to maximise benefits while minimising costs to the poor 

and other segments of society. Yet, unless the forest sector is recognised as a sector that plays a 

positive role in poverty alleviation, these policy levers will remain under-utilised. 

 

Evidence on the contribution of poverty alleviation interventions to community forest 

management, forest producer organisations, small and medium scale forest enterprises, payments 

for ecosystem services, and tree crop production is particularly positive (Hajjar et al., this issue, 



2021b). Evidence also suggests that interventions supporting stronger tenure and property rights 

over forest and tree resources are especially important for addressing different dimensions of 

poverty and support the effectiveness of other levers (Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021b; Tseng et al., 

2020; Miller et al., 2021)  

 

Overall, the evidence for the impact of the various forest and tree-related levers (e.g. policies, 

programs, projects, and strategies) to reduce poverty is mixed (Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021b). 

This finding highlights the importance of contextual differences across both geographies and 

sectors (Oldekop et al., this issue). Further, many studies show that several levers have 

contributed to poverty alleviation under specific circumstances and in the presence of key 

enabling factors, including in conjunction with other levers (Hajjar et al., this issue, 2021b). This 

finding implies that multiple interventions both within and outside the forest sector are needed in 

tandem, with individual measures alone often likely to struggle to effectively alleviate poverty 

(Shyamsundar et al., 2020). Lastly, the current evidence base includes much more information 

on the effect of different forest policy levers on poverty mitigation (i.e. supporting or improving 

well-being; World Bank, 2001; Sunderlin et al., 2005) than poverty eradication (i.e. the complete 

or near absence of people or households in poverty; UN, 2020b).  

 

Multi-pronged approaches need to pay special attention to pervasive inequalities within forest 

and tree-based systems. A number of studies reviewed highlighted the importance of social 

heterogeneity in the context of the levers that most strongly favour poverty alleviation. Socially 

differentiated outcomes result from a combination of underlying material and sociocultural 

inequalities, and the failure of a given lever to sufficiently address those inequalities. Decision-



makers must, therefore, embrace complexity and carefully consider context when designing, 

funding and implementing policies and programmes related to forests and tree-based systems. 

Learning lessons from prior interventions in related contexts of interest may be especially 

instructive. Special attention is needed to consider those who bear the cost or may be left behind 

in certain policy choices, especially at the beginning of the policy process (see Key Message 4). 

 
 
Table 1. Summary of conclusions and implications for decision-makers  
  
Key message Implications for decision-makers References 
1. Forests and trees 
are critical to global 
efforts to end 
poverty 
 

• Integrate the contributions of forests and trees 
into land-use planning and poverty reduction 
programmes and policies.  

• Quantify the benefits of forests and trees in 
national accounts and collect data on the 
diverse ways that forests and trees contribute 
to national development agendas. 

• Increase investments in forests to ensure that 
forest-proximate communities are able to 
benefit more from forest access and use in the 
short and long term.  

 

Jagger et al., this 
issue; 
Razafindratsima 
et al., this issue; 
Shyamsundar et 
al., this issue 

2. Benefits from 
forests and trees to 
human well-being 
are unevenly 
distributed  
 

• Unequal power and access to forests resources 
and value addition from forest products 
reduce the ability of poor communities to 
retain forest benefits.  

• Forest-related policies and programmes 
should be designed to ensure more equitable 
impacts across gender, class, ethnicity, and 
other social-geographic distinctions. There is 
a particular need to consider inequalities at 
multiple scales, including within 
communities, within countries and across 
countries.  

• Priority should be given to the forest-reliant 
poor in such policies, including strengthened 
self-governance and technical skills as well as 
enforcement of existing policies designed to 
have wide benefit. 
 

Razafindratsima 
et al., this issue; 
Oldekop et al., 
this issue; Hajjar 
et al., this issue, 
2021b 



3. Forests and trees 
can help the rural 
poor as they face 
profound global 
changes 
 

• Sustainable management of forests and trees 
can help the poor adapt to profound global 
changes. 

• Support policies and programmes to enable 
households and communities relying on forest 
and tree resources to effectively manage 
global changes. 

• Commodity supply chain reforms, security 
over forest land use and access, democratizing 
technologies used for monitoring land uses 
and accessing information, targeted social 
assistance programmes, and integrating health 
and environmental strategies in forest 
landscapes can help forest-reliant households 
meet the challenges of a globalized world. 

 

Jagger et al., this 
issue; 
Razafindratsima 
et al., this issue; 
Hajjar et al., this 
issue, 2021b; 
Shyamsundar et 
al., this issue 

4. Poorly aligned 
forest and land use 
policies and 
programmes may 
lead to excessive 
costs being borne by 
the poor 

• Land use and forest-related policies and 
programmes should explicitly consider 
poverty alleviation. 

• Policies to conserve and sustainably manage 
forests so they can benefit the poor should be 
a priority.  

• Alignment between sectoral policies and 
programmes can improve the application of 
multiple levers in tandem, thus increasing 
their efficiency in alleviating poverty. 

 

Razafindratsima 
et al., this issue; 
Oldekop et al., 
this issue; Hajjar 
et al., this issue, 
2021b; 
Shyamsundar et 
al., this issue 

5. Policy and 
management 
measures exist to 
enable forests and 
trees to effectively 
address poverty 
goals even as there 
is no ‘one size fits 
all’ solution 
 

• Forest-related measures such as community 
forest management, ecotourism and 
agroforestry can enhance the role that forests 
and tree-based systems play in alleviating 
poverty.  

• Available measures will need to be adapted to 
varied contexts and time scales.  

• The combination of different measures 
undertaken jointly is more likely to yield 
enduring positive results. 
 

Hajjar et al., this 
issue, 2021b; 
Shyamsundar et 
al., this issue 

 
 
 
 
3. Transformation toward environmental sustainability and the eradication of poverty 

 



Forests and tree-based systems have an important role to play in contributing to one of the 

greatest challenges of our time: alleviating poverty in a way that is just and sustainable. Yet 

forests and trees are often overlooked in policy debates and action relating to poverty (Miller and 

Hajjar, 2020). Scientific evidence suggests that natural resources must no longer be neglected in 

order to make enduring progress toward the ambitious targets articulated under SDG 1. It is now 

time for forests and tree-based systems to take a more central role, particularly in relation to 

poverty indicators that go beyond the minimum international poverty line. As governments 

around the world seek to develop responses to the COVID-19 pandemic and retool their 

economies in the face of climate change and widening inequality, forests and trees are a 

foundational asset.  

 

In reviewing and synthesizing the evidence on how forests and tree-based systems affect poverty 

globally, the articles in this special issue have identified a number of important gaps in 

knowledge. Hajjar et al. (this issue, 2021a) summarize the major gaps and lay out an agenda for 

research on this topic. The main implication for policy is the need for governments and donors to 

support new research to address these gaps and ensure accurate, updated information is available 

to guide decision-making.  

 

The importance of forests and tree-based systems to rural livelihoods and poverty alleviation 

means that their conservation, sustainable management and restoration are paramount. 

Eliminating extreme poverty while preventing others from falling into poverty altogether will 

require sustainable management of the resources and services that forests and tree-based systems 

provide. Development policies intended to alleviate poverty must therefore consider their effects 



on forests and tree-based systems (Lawlor et al., 2019). Such policies should seek to mitigate 

damage to forests and trees while taking advantage of the opportunities that forests and tree-

based systems present for advancing poverty alleviation goals.  

 

This time of tumult and change presents major challenges for poverty and sustainability goals but 

it also opens up opportunities to revitalise existing and develop new approaches to make progress 

toward achieving the SDGs (Leach et al., 2021; McElwee et al., 2020; UN, 2020a). Forests and 

tree-based systems comprise an important building block to support transformational change.  

Ongoing responses to the COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, will shape options for forests to 

sustainably contribute to poverty alleviation and human well-being, as well as deliver other 

benefits such as biodiversity conservation, climate change mitigation and adaptation and 

reduction of threats from infectious disease (IPBES, 2020).  

 

Future major shocks such as regional or global pandemics and natural disasters are to be 

expected (Shyamsundar et al., this issue) and integrating natural assets such as forests into an 

enduring response to these shocks should be a priority.  Such a response will require 

transformational change that includes a marked increase in knowledge and capacity to manage 

forests and tree-based systems for the benefit of forest-adjacent communities so that they may 

contribute to the pressing global challenge of eradicating poverty.  
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