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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

Policies for the tenure and management of non-state forests have undergone funda-
mental changes in China since the early 1950s. Private ownership and household
management that were dominant in 1950–55 gave way to collectivization in 1956.
Collective management remained dominant until reforms in the early 1980s. Since
that time, rapid changes in tenure and management policy have given households
more control over tree and forest resources. This high frequency of policy change
has undermined farmers’ confidence in policy, even policies that they favor. This
has encouraged the rapid conversion of forest resources by farmers even when they
enjoy management rights. Farmers try to act ahead of any attempt by the govern-
ment to take away those rights again.

The increased rights of villagers to trees and land is in theory a determinant of
how they are managed, the distribution of resulting benefits, and the incentives to
plant or protect trees and forests.1  Trees, however, are special property that is often
subject to considerable regulation even when their ownership is devolved and
clear.2  Under such regulation, owners may not fully exercise their rights to trees.
Such restrictions can have negative impacts on income generation and hence in-
vestment incentives. The regulation of harvesting and marketing of trees in China
has prevented farmers from enjoying the full benefits of the shifts from collective-
to household-based management and discouraged them from investing in affores-
tation or regeneration.

In contrast to devolution in other countries, reforms in China in the early 1980s
focused on devolving authority for forest management from the collective to the
household rather than from state to local community. The devolution was based
on the understanding at that time that collective management was less effective
than households. Collective forests were managed largely according to top-down
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administrative orders or regulations. Farmers had little active participation in man-
agement. No link existed between the rights of rural households to forests, their
responsibility for forest establishment and management, and their benefits from
forests. Household-based management and shareholder groups created on a volun-
tary basis have indeed proved to be more effective than forest management during
the commune era.

Despite highly uniform, centralized policies, there is a high degree of variation
in practice on the ground. These practices reflect a capacity for innovation and
efficient resource use among farmers that may be a source of lessons for policy
makers.

BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground

Land ownership in contemporary China is simple. Land is either state- or collec-
tive-owned. Collective ownership includes the lands of townships, administrative
villages, and village household groups (the equivalent to communes, production
brigades, and production teams respectively in the commune era).3  The tenure of
trees or forest resources, however, is more complicated than land ownership and
consists of four categories: state-owned, collective-owned, private-owned, and mixed
ownership in the form of shareholding systems. The last two forms of tree tenure
have developed since the 1980s based on policies that separate use rights to land
from land ownership, and whoever plants the tree owns it. Collective-, private-, and
jointly owned trees or forests are grouped as non-state forest.

Management institutions of non-state forest have differed from those of state
forest. For the state forest, institutions such as state logging enterprises, state forest
farms, and nature reserve agencies take responsibility for management and logging
operations. In contrast, local communities or households within communities
manage non-state forest. Accordingly, various forms of collective management and
household management of non-state forest exist. In addition, some elements of
indigenous management are retained in remote ethnic minority areas and applied
in the management of collective forests. Although local management is subject to
heavy regulation by the central and local authorities, communities and households
still exercise significant management authority in non-state forests.

The non-state forest makes up nearly 60 percent of forest area nationally, indicat-
ing that non-state forests play an important role in forest production and environ-
mental services in China. They are not evenly distributed throughout China. In the
ten provinces of south China (Anhui, Fujian, Guangdong, Guangxi, Guizhou,
Hainan, Hubei, Hunan, Jiangxi, and Zhejiang), the proportion of non-state forest is
as high as 90 percent. Non-state forest also represents 65 percent of forest area in
Yunnan and Sichuan Provinces combined.4 It is in these twelve southern provinces
where non-state forests are most important. These provinces are an ideal opportu-
nity to study local forest management.
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Prior to 1950: Private Ownership of Forests DominatedPrior to 1950: Private Ownership of Forests DominatedPrior to 1950: Private Ownership of Forests DominatedPrior to 1950: Private Ownership of Forests DominatedPrior to 1950: Private Ownership of Forests Dominated

The tenure of forests in China can be grouped into three broad categories prior to
October 1949 when the Chinese Communist Party (CCP) came to power and founded
the People’s Republic of China. (1) Private forests owned by rural families. By land
area, this was the dominant type of tenure. Wealthy families, including landlords,
rich peasants, and slave owners, owned most of these forests. (2) Common forests
owned by a social group, a village, or several villages. This type of tenure can be
further broken down: forests owned by village(s), which were managed largely for
environmental and ecological benefits, such as water conservation, or for religious
and spiritual values (holy trees or forests); forests owned by a religious group as part
of a temple or church; forests owned by a clan, in many cases as part of an ancestral
temple; forests owned by a school, which were found in provinces of Hunan and
Fujian, and were used for covering part of operational costs on a school;5  and
forests owned by other rural associations, which were used for public benefits such
as covering operational costs on a ferry or bridge.6  (3) State-owned forests.

Tenure arrangements and management institutions of forests in China have ex-
perienced a series of fundamental changes since 1950. The five decades can be
divided into three periods (see Table 1).

1950–1955: Another Configuration of Private Forest Ownership1950–1955: Another Configuration of Private Forest Ownership1950–1955: Another Configuration of Private Forest Ownership1950–1955: Another Configuration of Private Forest Ownership1950–1955: Another Configuration of Private Forest Ownership

The Land Reform Campaign brought about another configuration of private forest
ownership under which all rural households in a given geographical area were
given equal forest resources. The Land Reform Campaign was initiated in 1950 and
ended in late 1952. The nationwide campaign confiscated all the forests owned by
landlords, part of the forests owned by the rich peasants, and the common forests.
Some of the forests confiscated were nationalized. The rest was redistributed equally
to rural households, with former landlords receiving the same share as everyone
else. The campaign covered all of China with the exception of Tibet and the
border areas in Yunnan where minority ethnic groups resided. In these remote areas,
confiscated forests were not redistributed to households but were designated as
common property of the village community, due largely to attention given to
political sensitivity of border areas.7

Interestingly, forest ownership was still private during the period 1953–55, de-
spite the establishment of elementary cooperatives.8  Elementary cooperatives, as
an agricultural production organization, appeared as early as during the Land Re-
form Campaign, but only an insignificant proportion of rural households joined
them by 1955. The majority of rural households continued to operate individually
or within mutual aid teams. By the end of 1955, proportion of rural households that
joined elementary cooperatives was not more than 60 percent despite the great spur
by Chairman Mao that year.9  More importantly, within an elementary coopera-
tive, member households were required to pool their forests, agricultural land, and
other means of production, but they remained the owners of the properties. Income
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Table 1. Trends in Tenure and Management of Non-State Forests in
China since 1950.10
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was subsequently distributed on the basis of the share contributed to the common
resource pool and on work performance, with output allocated for distribution in
ratios from 60:40 to 40:60.11

1956–1980: Collective Ownership and Management of Forests1956–1980: Collective Ownership and Management of Forests1956–1980: Collective Ownership and Management of Forests1956–1980: Collective Ownership and Management of Forests1956–1980: Collective Ownership and Management of Forests

The establishment of advanced cooperatives led to the end of private ownership of
forests. Spurred by Chairman Mao, the number of rural households that were incor-
porated into advanced cooperatives increased from just 4 percent at the end of 1955
to 73 percent in September 1956, and to 96 percent by the end of 1956.12  In ad-
vanced cooperatives, forests, cropping land, and other means of agricultural pro-
duction ceased to be privately owned and became collective property of an advanced
cooperative. An advanced cooperative was formed through the merging of a num-
ber of elementary cooperatives. Since elementary cooperatives had different en-
dowments of forests, egalitarian objectives were pursued through redistributing
forest resources among hamlets. Through this process elementary cooperatives with
poor forest resources gained and those with rich resources lost.

Two important policies at that time were related to the transformation of owner-
ship of forests and trees. In the first policy, the advanced cooperatives were required
to value private forests in monetary terms and later compensate member house-
holds for the forests and trees they contributed. This policy, however, was not
strictly enforced for the majority of cases. The other was that the scattered fruit trees
and other non-timber trees that rural households planted around their homesteads
and around village settlements were not collectivized but retained the private
property of rural households. In remote border areas, all non-timber trees or planta-
tions remained private property as well.13

The formation of advanced cooperatives changed the ways in which forest man-
agement was organized. Decision making became generally more centralized. In
an elementary cooperative, twenty to thirty households often made management
decision for their forests. After the formation of advanced cooperatives, decisions
were made at a larger scale, involving up to ten to twenty times the number of
households.

The creation of the people’s commune brought about a further transformation
of forest ownership. In March 1958, the CCP passed a resolution to create large
agricultural cooperatives by merging advanced cooperatives.14  These larger organi-
zations later became known as “people’s communes.”15  By the end of September,
90 percent of rural households were incorporated into 23,400 communes across
China, with about 4,800 households in a commune on average.16  Another 9 per-
cent of rural households were included in further 3,000 communes in October of
the same year.17  The pace of change was very dramatic; almost all communes were
created in a short period of three months.

The establishment of the communes led to two changes in the ownership of the
means of agricultural production. First, property rights were transferred from ad-
vanced cooperatives to the commune, further centralizing ownership. In Chuxiong
Prefecture, Yunnan, for example, forests that were owned by 1,536 advanced coop-
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eratives in early 1957 became the property of 89 communes by the end of 1958.18

Since a commune was formed through merging a number of advanced coopera-
tives with different property endowments, the establishment of the communes
resulted in greater egalitarianism than advanced cooperatives. The second change
was to collectivize fruit trees, other non-timber trees, and scattered timber trees that
were retained as private property when advanced cooperatives were established.
They now became the collective property of the commune, despite the CCP resolu-
tion that a rush move to collectivize family plots of cropland and trees of this kind
was not necessary.19

Scholars often argue that there is a link between large-scale deforestation in the
late 1950s and the radical ownership transformation that began in 1956.20 In Novem-
ber 1957, China declared that in fifteen years or so it would catch up with the
industrial level of the British, especially the output of steel. In an effort to achieve
this goal, they launched a campaign in 1958 to make iron and steel with small
village-based workshops and simple steel furnaces dependent on intensive fuelwood
use. By October 1958, about 600,000 such backyard furnaces had been set up through-
out the country, consuming a remarkable amount of wood.21  The iron and steel
making drive plus the clearing of forests for crop cultivation resulted in the first
disastrous deforestation in the history of China since 1950, a view that is frequently
expressed by relevant forest literature, foresters, farmers, and historical experts in
China. For example, in Hubei province of central China, forest area and volume
decreased by over 30 percent in these years.22 The collective ownership of forests
vested local governments with decision-making control about resource use and
made this large-scale deforestation possible.

The Great Leap Forward and the birth of the people’s commune were followed
by agricultural failure and famine from 1959–61. These tragedies were greatly facili-
tated by the prior radical transformation in ownership and income distribution
policies.23  In response, the government readjusted China’s economy in the early
1960s. The major feature of the policy reform relevant to the topic here was the
devolution of forest tenure and forest management to lower levels. Specifically,
forest ownership remained collective but was now distributed among communes,
production brigades (the equivalent of the former advanced cooperative), and
production teams (the equivalent of the former elementary cooperative). Transfer
of ownership varied by province and tree species. In Suining County, Hunan, tim-
ber forests and bamboo forest were transferred one level from commune to produc-
tion brigades, while plantations of camellia (a species with seeds bearing oil for
cooking) were transferred two levels down to production teams.24 By contrast, in
Yunnan the majority of collective forests were transferred two levels from com-
munes to production teams. In some cases, communes retained part of the forests.
Ownership by production teams in the majority of China became dominant from
then till the early 1980s. Scattered fruit and non-timber trees and plantations that
were collectivized during the creation of the communes were returned to house-
holds. In addition, the policy was first made that trees planted by households around
their homesteads, on their family plots of croplands and in cemeteries are the
property of households.25 The owner of the forest received rights to make decisions
about forest products and income from their forest.
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The Cultural Revolution (1966–1976) saw another reversal of policy on house-
hold ownership of forests. Leftists claimed that household ownership of trees and
plantations conflicted with socialism. Hence fruit trees and other non-timber trees
and plantations owned by households were once again re-collectivized, with own-
ership assumed by production teams or production brigades.26

The frequency of such policy reversals on forest and tree ownership since 1956 is
astonishingly high. The history of change regarding the ownership of fruit trees in
the Dengguang production brigade of Chuxiong County, Yunnan, is an example.
Ownership of fruit trees was transferred from households to advanced cooperative
in 1956 and further to commune in 1958; commune back to households in 1961;
households to production team in 1969; production team to households in 1971;
households to production team in 1977; and production team to households in the
late 1970s.27

Such radical and frequent changes in property rights over a very brief period of
time have had profound impacts on forest management and the livelihoods of rural
people. In the long term, the most serious consequence is that frequent policy
reversals have left rural people with a complete lack of confidence in the security of
the ownership rights they currently enjoy. Under such conditions, it may seem
quite reasonable to some farmers to “mine” forest resources for as much benefits as
quickly as they can, before the policy changes again and leaves them with less
control over their forests and trees. Insecure tenure may also make rural people
reluctant to invest in reforestation, as they may feel uncertain as to how they will
benefit from their labor.

These cycles of centralization and decentralization have implications for our
understanding of local social capital as well. One conclusion is a relationship
between group size and successful collective management.28  Elementary coopera-
tives, advanced cooperatives, and communes functioned alternately as owner or
manager of collective forests during the period under discussion. When the owner-
ship of land and forest were transferred back to production teams or production
brigades, it was recognized that the commune was too large in size and performed
much poorly than production teams (the equivalent to elementary cooperatives) in
agricultural production.29  The commune was not able to perform as well as el-
ementary cooperatives in forest management, in terms of maintaining forest cover,
as discussed above. For China at least, this suggests that group size has been in-
versely related to successful collective management.

More importantly, these cycles of centralization and decentralization represent
attempts by the government to create social capital at different scales and through
different institutional forms. The problems encountered by these forms of collec-
tive action may point to the limits of the government’s ability to create social
capital from scratch. If the types of farmer-initiated shareholding systems that are
being tested in southern China today turn out to be more effective than earlier
government-directed efforts at collectivization, government should concentrate
on facilitating farmer-initiated collective action, rather than developing new insti-
tutional forms.
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Table 2. Current Forest Tenure and Management Institutions in China.
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1980s and 1990s: Diversification of Forest T1980s and 1990s: Diversification of Forest T1980s and 1990s: Diversification of Forest T1980s and 1990s: Diversification of Forest T1980s and 1990s: Diversification of Forest Tenure Arrangementsenure Arrangementsenure Arrangementsenure Arrangementsenure Arrangements
and Management Institutionsand Management Institutionsand Management Institutionsand Management Institutionsand Management Institutions

In March 1981, the Central Committee of CCP and State Council issued a document
that marked the start of a period of reform in China’s forest sector, reform that
paralleled changes in the agricultural sector in the late 1970s. The forest sector
reform comprised three components:30 (1) Stabilizing forest tenure. The existing
forest boundary was confirmed and property certificates were issued to owners if
their property rights were not disputed. Where disputes occurred, local govern-
ments helped reconcile parties concerned, on which boundaries were marked to
confirm ownership rights. For example, 7,021 disputes in Guizhou Province were
recorded at that time, 6,868 of them were resolved in this way;31 (2) Allocating
collective non-forested lands (wastelands and degraded lands) to farmer house-
holds. These lands were allocated as “family plots” (ziliushan); and (3) Introducing
production responsibility systems into silvicultural operations and forest manage-
ment. These systems took many forms, one of which was the contracting of collec-
tive forests to farmer households, which is called “responsibility hill” (zerenshan).

Forest reforms since 1981 have resulted in a diversified pattern of forest tenure and
management arrangements. In the main reform, forestlands remain collective prop-
erty, but use rights to them often have been distributed or contracted to households.
Hence, in addressing forest tenure in the 1980s and 1990s, the changes have focused
on use rights to forestland and ownership of trees and forests rather than land own-
ership. Arrangements for forest management can be grouped into collective man-
agement and household-based management (see Table 2). Though the tenure
structure and management arrangements described apply widely in non-state for-
ests, there is some variability in how they are interpreted and enforced, particularly
in ethnic minority areas, where traditional systems have persisted and where central
government policy is not so vigorously communicated or pursued.

Family Plots

Distributing collective wastelands and degraded forestlands to rural households as
family plots was the second component of the forest reform in the early 1980s. The
policy was first made during the economic adjustment in the early 1960s but imple-
mented only in a few areas during that time. Several provinces such as Yunnan and
Shaanxi revived the policy in the late 1970s, in the context of the agricultural
reform.32  This was earlier than the central authorities’ enactment of the policy in
1980 and again in 1981.33  In early 1983, the central authorities required forestry
authorities to increase the family plot area for each household.34

At the national level, 470 million mu (1 mu = 1/15 ha) were distributed to 57
million households by the end of 1984 when this component of the forest reform
came to an end.35  In some areas, family plots represented a substantial proportion
of forestlands. In Chuxiong Prefecture, Yunnan, for example, family plots repre-
sented one-third of the total land area that was designated for forest use.36
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The objective of the family plot policy was to encourage farmers to plant trees to
meet their needs for fuelwood and timber. The major feature of family plots was
individualization of use rights to family plots and of the ownership of trees and
plantations established on family plots. The term “family plots” is only partly
appropriate because land is still owned by the collective. In contrast, trees planted
by a household on a family plot are private and inheritable. Households have rights
to decide which species to plant on their family plots, though they are not allowed
to plant food crops on such lands. They also have rights to dispose of forest products
and enjoy the full benefits from that disposal. The newly revised Forest Law of
China (1998) even allows households to transfer use rights to family plots, some-
thing that was not possible earlier. Village collectives as the owners of land can take
control of family plots from households if they do not plant trees on their family
plots, but they do not share benefits from family plots with families.

Forest Production Responsibility System and Responsibility Hills

The introduction and adoption of the forest production responsibility system—the
third component of the forest reform in the early 1980s—was aimed largely at
improving the management of existing forests through modifying management
methods within the collective system.

The forest production responsibility system has experienced more policy shifts
than have family plots. In the early 1980s, efforts to improve silvicultural operations
and forest management focused on the development of collective forest farms,
with professional groups of farmers acting as managers and forest guards appointed
by the village collective. Collective management of forests was generally preferred
prior to mid-1983. By late 1982, however, the agricultural sector (cropping and
animal husbandry) had made significant breakthroughs in developing new institu-
tions. Nearly 80 percent of farmer households had adopted the household-based
production responsibility system.37  The success of household-based management
within the agricultural sector led many farmers to demand that the forestry sector
follow suit. Many CCP leaders and government leaders at that time tended to sup-
port the idea. In June 1983, forestry authorities agreed, or were forced to agree, to
contract to households non-timber plantations, fuelwood forests, and tiny patches
of timber forests that were not suitable for collective management, with the prereq-
uisite that the village collective remained the owner of the forests and would make
decisions on cutting and product sales.38  Some local governments were more dy-
namic in this regard. For example, provincial authorities in Yunnan adopted the
“household contract” as its primary form of collective forest management. As a
result, a forest production responsibility system with household management being
dominant was formed. No statistical data are available on forest responsibility
system by type for China as a whole. In Chuxiong Prefecture, Yunnan, responsibil-
ity hills represent one-third of the lands allocated for forest use.39

The village collective is the owner of responsibility hills, and contractual house-
holds share benefits from responsibility hills with the collective. The terms of
benefit sharing have varied significantly among collectives as defined in their con-
tracts with households.
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Responsibility hills have evolved in three directions. The first is that they were
incorporated into family plots in many areas. This practice began in 1984 in Anhui
Province where the household-based agricultural responsibility system was initi-
ated.40  Statistics from sixteen provinces indicate that 59 percent of collective for-
estlands were distributed as a combination of family plots and responsibility hills
by 1987.41

The second direction in which responsibility hills have moved is to return to
collective management from household-based management. In response to the
rapid increase in deforestation and illegal cutting after household-based manage-
ment of responsibility hills was widely adopted, the central authorities banned the
allocation of new responsibility hills to households in 1987.42  Based on this policy,
some local governments decided to restore collective management of responsibil-
ity hills that had been contracted to households. Eshan County, Yunnan, and
Suininging County, Hunan, are examples.43  Eshan County allocated about 120,000
ha of forest to households in 1983 and 1984.44  However, in 1988, the county govern-
ment decided to regain collective management of all the responsibility hills. Un-
der the new arrangements, the village collectives take responsibility for forest
management, harvesting, and sale of products (mainly of timber). Part of the profit
from these forests is used to pay forest guards, and the rest is shared between the
village collective and farmer households.45

The third direction taken by responsibility hills is to retain household-based
management. This is the direction that has been most often taken.

Dealing with Tenure Insecurity: The Effects of Family Plot and Responsibility Hill
Policy and Related Responses

There are many views on policy for family plots and responsibility hills in China,
and experiments with alternative arrangements for forest development and man-
agement are underway. Among the views, three are important, especially given the
responses that they have provoked. These are that (1) family plots have not achieved
their objectives, (2) responsibility hills have contributed to further degradation, and
(3) household-based forest operation has led to increased management costs.

First, the family plot policy has not been successful in achieving its stated objec-
tive to encourage villagers to plant more trees and establish plantations. Allocating
family plots did not generate much enthusiasm among rural people for tree plant-
ing, with tree planting taking place on only 20 to 50 percent of wastelands allo-
cated. Their lack of confidence in tenure security has been one of the many reasons
villagers did not plant trees.46  In response, local governments at county and prefec-
ture levels began in 1992 to lease land use rights to make rural people have a greater
incentive to make the best of their investment. The national political context at
that time favored such reforms as well. Deng Xiaoping launched a new round of
economic reform in China in 1992 favoring policies conducive to productivity
growth. The political climate made it possible to lease use rights to wastelands to
individual people and institutions. By 1995, the area of lands leased in this way
totaled 730,000 ha in more than ten provinces.47  Three years later, the number for
Yunnan alone had risen to 634,000 ha.48
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By paying for use rights on leases that ranged from thirty to one hundred years,
some farmers have greater incentive to invest in forestation, with increasing tree
planting observed. The locally initiated policy has now been endorsed by the
central authorities and incorporated into the newly revised Forest Law of China.
However, there is a need for more studies on the impact of the leasing policy. It is
not clear to what extent the leasing of use rights has reassured villagers, nor which
villagers have benefited from the practice. Even if the impact of leasing on tree
planting is positive, it may have negative effects as well, especially on the liveli-
hoods of the poorest. For example, it may deny poor farmers access to former
common lands on which they grazed their livestock, or exclude them from tree
planting if they can’t afford to lease a piece of land. The gap between the wealthy
and the poor may grow as a result.

The second view is that household management of responsibility hills did not
improve forest management in most cases, as expected by policy makers. The result
was rather an increase in deforestation and illegal logging and a rapid decrease in
forest resources.

Table 3 illustrates changes in forest volume during the 1980s and early 1990s.
Initial declines in forest volume have been attributed to the household manage-
ment of responsibility hills. Yet forests recovered in 1989–93 when household man-
agement was still widespread. This suggests that household management of
responsibility hills was not the primary cause of the decline. An alternative explana-
tion is that farmers were uncertain about their tenure security after so many changes
in policy over the proceeding years. They decided to harvest trees as quickly as they
could before the government took back control over forests. Thus, there was a
dramatic decline in forest volume immediately after the introduction of house-
hold management. However, as farmers felt more secure about their tenure, to-
gether with strict regulations on forest harvesting, forests recovered. Household-level
management may promote good forest cover, but only if farmers feel secure in their
rights to use forests.

Table 3. Standing Tree Volume in China over Time, 1977–93 (million m3).
Volume of collective forests in parentheses.49
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The third view is that forests and forestlands became very fragmentary as a result
of the distribution of family plots and the contracting of responsibility hills. This
has made silviculture, guarding, and logging less cost-effective and extremely diffi-
cult. In the attempt to achieve equity, collective forestlands and forests were physi-
cally divided into tiny plots according to species, site, age, density, soil quality,
distance from the village, among other criteria. These plots were then matched to
families of different size. A family’s forest plots were often highly fragmented and
scattered. Forests on one mountain belonged to many families in a village, and one
family had several tiny plots on different mountains. The costs to each family of
guarding these fragmented plots were high relative to the costs under village man-
agement of forests. It also has proven difficult to organize forest production at an
economically efficient scale.

Some forest authorities, local governments and academics have called on the
government to promote new cooperation among households in the form of a
shareholding system. Farmers themselves seem to realize the problem and are be-
ginning to spontaneously establish shareholder groups in some areas.

Contract or Lease by Individual People of Collective Wastelands
and Degraded Lands

The contracting or leasing of collective wastelands and degraded lands to indi-
vidual people is another form of household-based plantation establishment and
management that has developed since the late 1980s. After family plots were allo-
cated in mountainous areas rich in land resources, there were still wasteland re-
sources available. At the same time, new degraded lands appeared as a result of
increasing deforestation and illegal logging following the contracting of responsi-
bility hills to households. A part of such lands was contracted to individual people
to green the countryside and increase the role of trees and forests in rural develop-
ment. This kind of contract provides the same tenure rights as family plots: use
rights to land are contracted to individual people and trees and plantations devel-
oped on such lands are the property of contractors. It is different from family plots
in the way in which use rights to land are obtained and in the scope of the contracts.
Contractors must pay for use rights to land rather than getting them free of charge,
as was the case for family plots. Priority to contract lands is given to members of
community that owns land, but individual people from outside the community
can also contract lands. There is no limitation on the area that can be contracted.
Currently, household-based forest management (family plots, responsibility hills,
and collective wastelands leased to individual people) continues to play a critical
role in forest management in China, despite the return of some responsibility hills,
to collectives.

Collective Forests

Collective forests refer to forests owned and managed by the village collectives.
They include those collective forests that were never contracted to households as
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responsibility hills and those forests that were allocated as responsibility hills but
reverted to collective management later. These collective forests are not only the
legacy of agricultural collectivization in the 1960s and 1970s. They are managed in
ways similar to those during the collective era or in the form of shareholding
system.

In the case of shareholding system, there is no physical redistribution of land and
forests to households. The forests are instead divided into monetary shares that are
distributed equally among villagers. Dividends from the forests are divided among
the villagers as shareholders once a year or when dividends are available.50  At the
beginning of the forest reform in the 1980s, only two areas across China adopted this
type of system. They were Sanming Prefecture, Fujian Province, and Liujia Vil-
lage, Shaanxi Province. Forest authorities at the central level favored the model
and have advocated it as a model of new cooperation necessary for forest develop-
ment and management. In the shareholding system in Sanming, however, farmer
participation in management has been limited. Typically, farmers as shareholders
have had limited decision-making authority over forest management, product use,
and income distribution.51  The shareholding system has been merely a disguised
form of former collective management.52  Farmers have shown little enthusiasm for
the system.

In addition, during the 1990s, some of the collective-owned forest farms in other
provinces that were established during the 1960s and 1970s were transformed into
this type of shareholding systems. The village collective distributed shares to all
villagers of the community that owned the forest farm. Qingchong Forest Farm of
Jinzhai County, Anhui and Dicha Village Forest Farm of Jinping County, Guizhou,
are two examples of this first kind of shareholding system.53

Self-Initiated Shareholding Systems

The locally initiated shareholding systems are at an experimental stage, covering a
small but growing proportion of forest area in China today. They have developed
where family plots and responsibility hills were physically distributed to house-
holds. Under this system, the shares of each of the parties concerned are obtained in
proportion to their inputs. Inputs are typically use rights to land on which trees are
planted, land ownership, capital, labor, and the technologies necessary to plant
trees. The rights of all participating parties to forest resources are clear and secure in
principle. In many cases, participation is voluntary, though the level of participa-
tion varies from region to region.

Under this shareholding system, capital investments and technical inputs are
often introduced by outsiders, complicating the picture of forest tenure in China.
This shareholding system has the following forms: farmer-farmer collaboration,
company-community partnership, and between outside individual(s) and commu-
nity/household.

Under the farmer-farmer collaboration system, farmers pool their lands and for-
ests on a voluntary basis and establish their share in the system based on the amount
and quality of resources they invest, including land, labor, and capital. Farmers not
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only hold shares but also manage their common property themselves. Through
democratic decision making, they achieve full and equitable participation in tree
planting and resource management. This kind of system is now emerging in several
provinces, including Anhui, Fujian, and Guizhou.54

These local, voluntary initiatives among farmers may be more promising than
the other two. As noted above, past government efforts to build social capital and
organize collective action from scratch had limited success, suggesting that the
government may need to take a more facilitative role in supporting local initia-
tives, such as this type of shareholding systems. If this is the case, more work needs to
be done to understand what that facilitative role might look like, what policies and
other interventions are needed and appropriate.

Company-community partnership is collaboration between an external institu-
tion and rural community. The external institution, usually government forestry
institutions (forest bureaus, state-owned timber companies or state-owned forest
farms), contribute capital and technologies, while rural communities contribute
lands (and often labor) for plantation establishment and tending. Benefits are shared
between parties based on the resources contributed and agreements reached. Such
cooperation is seen in provinces such as Anhui, Fujian, Guizhou, and Yunnan.55

In Luoping County, Yunnan, a reforestation program is under way with the assis-
tance of a World Bank loan. The partners involved in the program include the
County Bureau of Forestry and local rural communities. The bureau takes respon-
sibility for repayment of the loan that was used to establish and manage planta-
tions, while the rural communities provide the land on which the trees are planted.
Farmers within the communities work as paid laborers. Based on an agreement
among them, for the case of Chinese fir, the bureau is entitled to 60 percent of the
profits from the first cropping, while the villages get the remaining 40 percent of
profits from the first cropping and all produce from the second harvest.56  In the case
of pine plantations that can be harvested only one time, the ratio of profit distribu-
tion is 40 percent for the bureau and 60 percent for the village involved. Village
profits are distributed to all village households.57

Collaboration has also developed between state-owned forest farms and rural
communities. An example is the cooperation between the County Forest Farm and
several dozen local villages in Shizong County, Yunnan. By agreement, the farm
used lands contributed by the villagers (to which they held use rights) to establish
Chinese fir plantations. The farm is entitled to 80 percent of the profits from the
trees planted, while villagers obtain 20 percent of profits. In addition, villagers are
given priority to get employment in land preparation and tree planting.58

The collaboration leads to effective resource allocation by taking full advantage
of the resources of parties involved, while improving the access of villagers to
markets for forest products. To some extent, it also improves the relationship be-
tween forest authorities and villagers, which has been tense in the past. Under this
form of collaboration, however, farmers’ participation in management is limited.
They are made aware that they will share profits from trees and other forest products
but are excluded from making decisions on forest management.
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Regulations and Other Policies that Limit the Effectiveness of Tenure Policies

The rights of rural people to trees and forests in China vary over time, across species
and the types of land on which trees grow or are planted. In general, there is little
restriction on gathering non-timber forest products from and grazing in both collec-
tive forests and state forests that are not nature reserves. Rural people are allowed to
collect medicinal herbs, mushroom and fungi, edible vegetables, wild nuts, and
fruits from forests. They are also allowed to graze their domestic animals in state
forests and collective-owned forests. Hunting in forests is permitted except for pro-
tected animal species and in protected forest areas.

Rights to non-timber trees and plantations are more certain than to timber spe-
cies and can be exercised by their owners with few restrictions. Rural people harvest
their nuts, fruits, bamboo shoots, and other non-timber tree products when the need
arises and sell them when prices are good. Some non-timber tree products such as
walnuts and other oil-bearing seeds were subject to monopoly purchase by govern-
ment, but the practice has ended following the market-oriented economic reforms.

In sharp contrast, the rights of rural people to timber trees and forests are rather
limited, even where they own trees and forests. Harvesting and marketing of timber
trees and forests are subject to heavy regulation because timber is the primary
product of forests and, perhaps, because forest departments tend to look at forests as
mainly timber. The regulation of timber trees and forests differs on different types
of land. Different regulations apply to collective and private forests and trees other
than scattered trees, and scattered trees on family plots of crop lands and around
homesteads

Harvesting, marketing, and even on-farm consumption of wood obtained from
forests outside family plots of croplands and homesteads are strictly restricted through
regulations and legal provisions. These include cutting permits, cutting quotas,
transport permits, and monopoly purchases of wood by timber companies that are
owned by forestry authority.

Cutting permits apply to all sorts of cutting, and cutting without a permit is
illegal and subject to severe punishment ranging from fines to jail.59  These permits
are troubling to rural people in several ways. First, cutting permits are issued by the
county bureau of forestry (or township forest station, the bureau’s representative in
the township), which means rural people often have to travel a long way to obtain
the permit. Second, one must submit a number of documents when applying for a
cutting permit, a requirement that many rural people are often not able to meet.60

Third, a cutting permit specifies the time and location of harvesting or logging that
must be undertaken, which means rural people are not able to cut trees when prices
for wood are favorable or when they need trees urgently.

The application of the cutting quota makes it more difficult to get a cutting
permit. The cutting quota scheme was first introduced in 1985 and implemented in
1987 in response to the rapid decline of forest volume.61  An annual quota is set once
every five years. The scheme at that time was that the county is the lowest level at
which the quota is planned, and its plan is then sent to the provincial department of
forestry that sets a provincial quota. The plan made by the county is subject to
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significant adjustment if the total of the quotas set by all counties in the province is
larger than the provincial quota that the provincial department of forestry wants to
set. Similarly, the provincial plan is subject to adjustment unless the total quota of
the plans of all provinces is not larger than the national quota that Ministry of
Forestry wants to set. The national quota must be endorsed by the central govern-
ment. The approved quota is then allocated back down through the county bureau
of forestry to the township that, in turn, distributes its quota among its villages.

The quota scheme has evolved since then. The first quota plan that was for 1987–
1990 set total annual cutting volume only. The second (for 1991–1995) and the third
(for 1996–2000) set not only total cutting volume but also volume by type. An
annual cutting quota comprises five types of wood consumption: commercial tim-
ber, timber consumed on farm, wood for sideline production such as fungi and
mushroom cultivation, fuelwood, and wood for other uses. By regulation, the quota
scheme must be strictly implemented. Quota volumes cannot be exceeded, nor can
any redistribution of quota between types of wood consumption be made. No
redistribution among quota for different years is allowed either. The unmet portion
of a quota for a given year is not valid for next year, nor can any person or institution
cut trees in a given year with part of its quota for the following year.62 There have
been moves to reform the latter two regulations since 1994, but these are still at an
experimental stage.63

The cutting permits and quotas are not all that frustrate rural people when they
want to harvest their trees or forests. A transport permit is also required if one wants
to transport timber or wood products to market. Railway, highway, and sea transpor-
tation agencies are not allowed to transport timber or wood products for their
clients if they do not have a transport permit certificate.64  In order to prevent wood
transport without permits, forestry authorities have established numerous check-
points along roads and railway lines throughout the country.

The marketing of timber and other wood products is also strictly controlled.
Prior to 1985, China pursued a policy of state control of the purchase of timber. As
a way to reduce state intervention and increase the role of the market, such control
was abolished in 1985 in all provinces in southern China. Timber markets were
opened and farmers were allowed to sell their timber in markets.65  In 1987, how-
ever, free timber markets were shut in an attempt to reduce illegal cutting and
considerable deforestation. Only forest departments and state timber companies
are now allowed to collect timber from farmers and act as wholesaler. All other
institutions and individual people have been banned from purchasing timber di-
rectly from farmers. Those who want to run an enterprise of wood processing or to
be a timber retailer must get a permit from forestry authorities and buy timber from
state timber companies.66 As a result, the prices farmers receive are lower than mar-
ket prices, and sometimes significantly lower.67

Few studies examine the impacts of such regulations, especially their negative
impacts. Preliminary observations, however, indicate that the regulations discour-
age farmers from establishing timber plantations. A study in Yao’an County, Yunnan,
showed that farmers’ priorities for tree species to be planted were fruit trees, nut
trees, spice trees, and eucalyptus for the production of oil for industrial or medical
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purposes. The farmers interviewed complained about needing permits to cut trees
they planted on wastelands. They said they would not be able to cut trees when
prices were high because it took too long to get cutting permits, and they could not
harvest the volume they wanted. This was why some of the rural households inter-
viewed planted mainly non-timber trees.68  Another survey in Shizong County,
Yunnan, showed that local villagers had five hopes in developing forestry, two of
which were the opening of the timber market and making cutting permits easier to
obtain and in amount they wanted.69  The boom in reforestation in two townships
of the same county following the adoption in 1993 of a policy to allow transactions
of standing trees, and thus avoid cutting quotas and permits, also suggests that
regulations are a barrier to tree planting. The area of plantation establishment in
the two townships doubled or tripled from 1993 to 1995.70

More empirical studies are needed of the impacts of these regulations on rights
to trees, as the number of the observations above is not sufficient to draw firm,
generalizable conclusions. What evidence is available, however, indicates that
regulations on the cutting, transport, and marketing of wood may help protect
existing forests but are a disincentive for farmers to establish new timber planta-
tions. Why would farmers decide to not give priority to timber trees when they are
cheap and easy to establish, appreciate in value rapidly, and are divisible such that
they can meet needs closely?71  It is critical to reform these policies and laws if more
plantations are to be established and trees are to be a source of farmer income.
Villagers should have complete rights including those to harvest, cut, sell, and
mortgage when needed, rather than “ownership” alone. A distinction needs to be
made between regulations on existing natural forests and regulations on artificially
established plantations, as these forests differ in relative importance of protection
and production. Only full rights to trees, however, will be effective in encouraging
farmers to grow more trees on lands of low forest production.

Rights to scattered trees on family plots of croplands and around homesteads are
more certain, clear, and credible than those for the type of trees and forests dis-
cussed above. Cutting permits are not needed to cut trees on family plots of crop-
lands and homesteads, and accordingly no cutting quota scheme applies. Villagers
are allowed to sell timber produced on such lands in markets if they hold a docu-
ment from the office of the administrative village to prove that timber is from
either family plots or homesteads. A certificate is needed when transporting the
timber, but the certificate can be obtained from township government rather than
county bureau of forestry, and so poses less of a problem for farmers than obtaining
a permit to transport timber from other forests.72

Since tenure is more certain and credible over these trees, rural people usually
give priority to planting in family plots of croplands and land around homesteads.
A survey in two villages in Sichuan showed that farmers’ enthusiasm for planting
trees in family plots of croplands was greater than on other types of lands and
performed better in tree planting on their family plots of croplands.73 Unfortu-
nately, family plots of croplands are tiny and primarily for growing vegetables for
household needs. Tree growing in these areas has a limited impact on forest cover.
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ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion

More empirical studies are needed to better understand the impacts of tenure and
management arrangements of forests in China since 1950, especially since the early
1980s. However, several policy implications can be drawn from this preliminary
review of experience.

The insecurity of land and tree tenure and the uncertain tenure environments
affect incentives to plant new trees and manage existing forest resources sustainably.
Policies for forest tenure and management have changed frequently in China since
1950, causing a complete lack of confidence on the part of villagers in tenure
security. While some researchers and forest administrators argue that the allocation
of family plots did not bring about a boom in tree planting as expected, and they
blame the contracting of responsibility hills to households for increased deforesta-
tion and illegal cutting, they may only see the proximate causes for these problems.
From a tenure perspective, the underlying cause of forest degradation is the lack of
confidence in property rights that resulted from the frequent and sometimes radical
changes in policy in the past. Where tenure security has been greatest, in family
plots of croplands and near homesteads, tree planting has been more successful.
When leases were introduced for household use rights, tree planting appears to have
increased. These patterns suggest that a lack of tenure security, rather than house-
hold management per se, has discouraged farmers from managing timber forests as
expected by the government. Though the impact on social differentiation has not
been investigated, a positive relationship between household management and
forest cover where tenure is secure appears to exist.

Where household management is of fragmented plots and therefore expensive and
difficult, some kind of new collaboration in forestry is required. The government and
forest departments have responded by promoting various shareholding systems and
farmer households are also trying out new forms of collaboration of one kind or
another. Available empirical evidence, however, shows that self-initiating shareholder
system created on a voluntary basis, with or without the involvement of govern-
ment and forestry departments, perform better than those shareholding systems that
are merely a disguised form of former collective management. This suggests that
only the shareholding systems organized by villagers voluntarily will be effective
institutions for the establishment and management of common forests. They build
on existing, local, social capital. Groups promoted and directed by government
officials will not work or not work well because they lack the necessary social
capital. Furthermore, with household-based forest management and well-organized
shareholder groups, farmers are able to participate in making decisions about plan-
ning, management activities, product use, and income distribution, which is the
core of local forest management. In contrast, the old-style collective management
and those government-initiated shareholding systems often excluded villagers from
planning, management, and decision making about benefit distribution. As a re-
sult, villagers usually received fewer benefits than they should have, which in turn
further discouraged them from investing their labor and capital. This may explain,
at least in part, why the old-style collective management performed poorly in many
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cases. Therefore, government should refocus its attention on facilitating these farmer-
initiated forms of collective action rather than trying to promote shareholding
systems of those characteristics during the agricultural collectivization.

Improved tenure security is essential, but it is not sufficient to achieve the desired
results in the case of timber trees. These trees are subject to many regulations that
discourage investment in them. It is critical to vest villagers with full rights to their
trees (i.e., rights to harvest, mortgage, or sell trees when a need arises), and to give
them a greater stake in them. Otherwise, villagers choose to plant fruit trees and
other non-timber tree species where no cutting quotas or permits apply. An option
worth exploring in China today is to apply separate regulations to natural forests
and artificial plantations that are established from now on, in terms of cutting
permits, quotas, and transportation permits. The government can continue to pro-
tect natural forests while providing for farmers the incentives they need to plant
trees on deforested lands.

Forest policy is no longer a monolithic institution in China. Local governments
are experimenting with changes in forest tenure and management arrangements,
even when such experiments contradict national policy. Farmers are also develop-
ing their own variations of official policy, as when they form voluntary shareholding
systems. While some kinds of experimentation by official policymakers can lead to
insecurity among farmers, experimentation that has the voluntary, active, and sig-
nificant input of farmers can only help in the search for solutions to the problems
that face forestry in China. It is an exciting and promising time for forestry in
China.
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