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Abstract

Community-Based Forest Management is a tool for local participation in forest management. Community involvement and 
stakeholder participation became important components of development and natural resource management, prompting 
developing countries to undertake decentralisation reforms by the 1990s. The reforms aimed to encourage participatory 
development, local empowerment and poverty reduction, democratisation, and resource sustainability. Their performance 
has, however, been mixed. Decentralisation efforts have suffered in situations where powerful actors, through various 
strategies, have managed to retain control over natural resources, obstructing power transfers to the communities. This has 
resulted in Responsibilisation, which is the transfer of responsibility to local communities without the transfer of requisite 
power. Responsive, collaborative governance is crucial in efforts to avoid responsibilisation. This refers to governance 
that devolves responsibilities and powers together, providing the requisite capabilities and support, enabling appropriate 
management decisions and actions at the devolved levels. Polycentric governance is crucial towards this end. Participatory 
Forest Management, a modality of Community-Based Forest Management, has been practised in Kenya since the Forest 
Act of 2005. This paper looks at forest polycentric governance institutional structures with cross-level interactions and 
representation bodies at each level of forest governance for successful social and ecological outcomes. This paper's product 
is a proposed forest polycentric governance institutional structure for better social and ecological outcomes in Kenya, which 
can be generalised to broader cases.  
     
Keywords: Community-Based Forest Management; Decentralisation; Forest Governance; Polycentric Governance; 
Participatory Forest Management      

Introduction

Community forestry is an umbrella term defined by 
FAO, indicating “any situation which intimately involves local 
people in a forestry activity”. Community-based forestry 
incorporates “initiatives, sciences, policies, institutions and 
processes that are intended to increase the role of local people 
in governing and managing forest resources” [1]. Community-

Based Forest Management(CBFM) improves local social 
and ecological outcomes and improves efforts towards 
Sustainable Forest Management(SFM) [2]. It is also argued to 
contribute to communities’ resilience to internal and external 
shocks, including climate change impacts. Around a third of 
the world’s forests are under various forms of CBFM, which 
varies according to the forms of land tenure and the strength 
of devolved rights. The devolution process has enabled the 
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transfer of some forest management rights to communities. 
These rights are often mainly related to the satisfaction of 
subsistence needs. Limited rights conferred to communities 
constrain their ability to reap commercial benefits from 
the forests. The state still holds a significant portion of 
management rights in certain countries, especially in Africa, 
where the government retains the most power. Lack of 
complete devolution in forest management leaves the forest 
communities with limited decision-making, often taking 
the role of protectors with little access to valuable forest 
resources. Results on CBFM has been mixed with limited 
information regarding its effectiveness. Existing information 
suggests they are performing below their potential [2]. 

History of Community-Based Forest 
Management

Colonisation resulted in centralised forest management 
for maximum timber production and other forest benefits for 
the state. In some instances, local and indigenous communities 
were alienated from their lands. Post-colonial governments 
inherited and continued with the same centralised forest 
management systems. The failure to translate centralised 
forest management systems to beneficial socio-economic 
and environmental outcomes resulted in widespread 
deforestation and forest degradation in developing 
countries [3] in the 1970s and 1980s which called for 
people’s participation in forest management. CBFM gained 
more formal recognition following FAO’s 1978 paper titled 
“Forestry for local community development”. This was further 
augmented by Elinor Ostrom’s work on local communities 
and natural resource management and institutions such as 
FAO’s Forests, Trees and People Programme (FTTP). Reforms 
in the 1990s, leading to devolution in forest management, 
reflected the emerging recognition of the importance of 
CBFM in reducing deforestation and forest degradation and 
improving local livelihoods. CBFM was also a way of reducing 
poverty and addressing social inequality by utilising bottom-
up development strategies. The main objective was to enable 
the communities to derive socio-economic benefits from the 
forest while sustainably managing it. Later on, other socio-
economic and political objectives such as democracy, gender 
equality and social justice emerged [2]. 

Community forestry emerged early in Asian countries, 
namely Nepal and India, as a response to the failures of social 
forestry conducted in the region to remedy deforestation 
and fuelwood shortages. Social forestry included the 
establishment of plantations to meet forest communities’ 
needs. Community forestry emerged in Africa in the 1990s 
due to the widespread deforestation and forest degradation 
in the region. It was mainly of two types: benefit-sharing 
and power-sharing. The benefit-sharing type involved less 
devolution of management powers to the communities and 

was mainly state governed with communities given access 
to forest products and benefits. Power-sharing devolved a 
significant management authority to the local communities, 
engaging them in sustainable forest management. This 
approach is well established in Tanzania [4]. 

Factors Affecting Community-Based Forest 
Management

Conditions necessary for effective Community-
Based Forest Management include secure property rights 
[5,6], enabling regulatory framework, strong governance 
characterised by effective institutions, local participation, 
transparency and accountability, fairness and equity, flexible, 
adaptive and efficient structures [7-9], viable technology for 
optimal productivity, adequate market knowledge and access 
for successful commercialisation of Community-Based 
Forestry goods and services, and a supportive bureaucracy 
coupled with an enabling regulatory environment to support 
effective implementation [2]. 

Forests can be classified as Social-Ecological systems 
(SES). These systems are dynamic and [10] involved in 
coevolution processes with related actors, institutions, 
and resources [11]. Understanding these processes is 
crucial for the development of sustainable management 
strategies. Elinor Ostrom introduced the SES framework as 
an interdisciplinary diagnostic tool to study complex SESs 
[12]. Governance systems are among the main components 
that affect outcomes in SESs [13] and are crucial in natural 
resource management. Monitoring the resource improves 
compliance and enhances sustainability and ecological 
success [14]. Compliance, on the other hand, avoids the 
overexploitation of the resource. Effectively enforced 
penalties such as graduated sanctions enhance compliance. 
It is important to have a locally available low-cost conflict 
management system that contributes to the institutions’ 
stability and resource use. Monitoring and compliance with 
rules become easier when group boundaries are clearly 
defined. Compliance with rules also increases when the 
group members are involved in making rules, lowering the 
monitoring and rule change costs [15]. The participation of 
most group members also influences transparent and fair 
processes. Once the rules are made, it is imperative that the 
local administration ensures effective implementation. 

Legal certainty and legitimacy of the community 
regarding local jurisdiction and authority in natural 
resource management is a pre-requisite for long term 
management and investment policies [16]. Information and 
communication flow enables monitoring and adaptation of 
rules. Knowledge about the resource is also indispensable 
in making management plans. Adaptation of policies and 
rules to fit local contexts is important in natural resource 
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management. Disregarding local social and cultural 
environmental contexts would inevitably lead to failure. The 
rules to be adopted have to be clear and simple, and easily 
understood [17]. 

Success and Challenges of Community-
Based Forest Management

Community-based forest management provides various 
social and economic benefits such as equitable sharing and 
forest benefits, poverty, conflict and corruption reduction 
and better community participation [18]. Studies show the 
relative advantage of community-managed forests over state 
forests in restoring and maintaining forest resources [19]. 
Participatory Forest Management, a modality of CBFM, in 
addition to income generation, helps build effective local 
governance structures and aids in democratisation. Studies 
show that forest income contributes to a higher proportion 
of total household income for poor and women-headed 
households [20]. CBFM should explicitly target the poor 
and marginalised groups. In Indonesia, companies granted 
logging concessions are required to allocate part of their 
revenues to the forest communities’ development in their 
concession area [21]. Commercial use rights of forests 
beyond subsistence use by communities are also necessary 
for poverty reduction. Traditional CBFM approaches that 
focus on subsistence forest use ignore economic aspirations 
and interests of forest communities. 

CBFM studies show mixed outcomes in forest conditions 
and livelihood impacts [22-24]. CBFM has been criticised 
for prioritising conservation and protection of forests and 
not done enough to help forest communities overcome 
poverty through revenue creation [25]. There are several 
challenges associated with CBFM, including the exclusion 
of marginalised groups in resource access and use [26], 
inadequate representation of local communities [27], issues 
of elite capture regarding decision making and benefit-
sharing [28-33], partially elected representatives [34,35], 
low levels of accountability and transparency [36-39], 
distrust of local institutions [40], low capacity in leadership 
[41], power struggles [42], unequal access to forest benefits 
[40,42], high timber prices excluding the poor from fully 
accessing forest benefits [43], and ignorance of forest rules 
and their enforcement [44,45]. Regulation of resource 
utilisation is costly to the poor and marginalised [46] and 
further marginalises them [39,43]. Benefit-sharing is also 
susceptible to engendering conflicts within communities 
[47]. There is a contrast in communities’ sense of ownership 
when there is active foresters involvement [48] with devolved 
limited management powers to local communities [49,50]. 
In some cases, there is coercion instead of cooperation 
[27,51] and weakened central government support to local 
institutions [38,52-54]. 

Decentralised Governance: Shift to 
Polycentric Systems

Decentralisation acts as a tool to address sustainable 
resource management and governance challenges. It is an 
important component of rural development. According 
to decentralisation theory, decentralised management of 
resources will enable local communities to make better 
informed and effective management decisions. They will have 
better local knowledge and represent low-cost management 
strategies. The devolution of management powers also acts as 
an incentive for local communities to manage their resources 
better. However, capacity building of local governments and 
communities is crucial in the effective performance of their 
expanded roles in resource governance [55]. Decentralisation 
efforts have suffered in situations where powerful actors, 
through various strategies, have managed to retain control 
over natural resources, obstructing power transfers to the 
community. Devolving both power and responsibility to local 
levels could increase justice in natural resource management 
and leaders’ accountability towards their communities [56]. 
Decentralisation should be considered a dynamic process 
that evolves and adapts in the presence of downward 
accountability and transparency [57,58]. 

Decentralised forest governance is vulnerable to 
responsibilisation and derecognising that reinforces power 
and privileges [59]. Responsibilisation denotes the transfer 
of responsibility to local communities without the transfer 
of requisite power [59]. This includes the transfer of forest 
management responsibilities, previously belonging to the 
state agency, to forest communities without transferring 
commensurate powers. The power and capabilities required 
to carry out the transferred responsibilities should be 
provided and transferred to the forest communities and local 
governments. Responsibilisation can be analysed by looking at 
the rights to capabilities, accountability of agents, and power 
in the level of structure [60,61]. Derecognising denotes the 
process of taking back decentralised powers [62]. In forest 
governance, this could take technical strategies that alienate 
local implementation [63]. Responsibilisation creates 
structures that support derecognition of local governments 
and communities, supporting symbolic violence, a term 
referring to the unchallenged privileges, resource and power 
access of powerful actors [64]. Responsive, collaborative 
governance is crucial in efforts to avoid responsibilisation. 
This refers to governance that devolves responsibilities and 
powers together, providing the requisite capabilities and 
support. This enables appropriate management decisions 
and actions at the devolved levels. Multi-level polycentric 
governance is also crucial towards this end. Non-state actors 
can also fill in the gap by helping communities exercise their 
roles and responsibilities; they can act as links between state 
and communities and help provide responsive governance. 
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Polycentric Governance

A polycentric governance system is characterised by 
multiple and overlapping decision-making centres of semi-
autonomous authority with competitive and cooperative 
relationships and supporting actors, nested at multiple 
levels (local, regional, national), including diverse types of 
organisations, and capable of conflict resolution [65]. It is 
characterised by governance centres that cut across levels 
[66]. Overlapping jurisdiction and authority facilitate mutual 
learning and adjustment, improved information sharing 
and redundancy for risk mitigation. They have various 
interaction and corporation points at different levels and 
scales for representation, learning, and deliberation. The 
autonomous centres in polycentric systems are conducive for 
innovation and learning and are important for adaptation, 
resilience and institutional fit. Polycentric institutional 
arrangements capture complex institutional and economic 
systems, accommodating state, privatisation and user self-
governance solutions to cope with the current environmental 
problems [67]. There are, however, several disadvantages 
associated with polycentric systems. They have relatively 
higher coordination transaction costs, and the system’s 
complexity arguably makes it harder to hold responsible 
actors accountable [68,69]. 

Kenya’s Participatory Forest Management

Community-Based Forest Management in Kenya is based 
on the Participatory Forest Management (PFM) model, 
where the Kenya Forest Service (KFS) collaborates with local 
forest communities in forest management activities through 
Community Forest Associations (CFAs). PFM started in 2005 
with the Forests Act’s adoption, which established both the 
KFS and the CFAs and conferred the CFAs with various forest 
user rights. The KFS is involved in the CFA forming process 
by aiding in capacity development and management support. 
They assist in the constitution, rules, and regulations 
preparation process and ensure appropriate representation 
in the CFAs. They also ensure fair and transparent elections. 
The main objective of PFM is to conserve biodiversity and 
sustainably manage forests while enhancing people’s 
livelihoods. 

Gazetted public forests managed by the Kenya Forest 
Service cover about 2.59 million hectares. The Kenya Forest 
Service has divided the country into ten forest conservancies 
(Figure 1), each containing a forest conservation committee 
representing CFAs and other stakeholders at the national 
level. The conservancies are further divided into forest 
blocks, each of which is a forest management unit under a 
forest station’s jurisdiction and contains a CFA. The KFS 
authorises forest activities and may issue forest-related 
permits and licenses. They are also in charge of Joint Forest 

Management (JFM) agreements and contracts, including 
concession agreements that apply to REDD+ projects [70].

Figure 1: Kenya’s Forest Conservancies

CFA’s have no legal power to make forest management 
rules as provided for in the Forest Act. This responsibility 
lies with the Kenya Forest Service and the Ministry in 
charge of forests. The Kenya Forest Service also makes rules 
determining the access and fees of different forest products. 
Before signing a management agreement with the KFS, the 
CFA could negotiate for provisions to make basic forest 
management rules in their management plans, such as 
forest access and fees. Only execution powers are devolved 
to the CFAs. They are mostly implementers of Kenya 
Forest Service’s rules. They also have limited autonomy to 
collaborate and form partnerships with state and non-state 
actors; the KFS must approve all forms of partnerships. This 
indicates some degree of responsibilisation in the area where 
communities have been made responsible for implementing 
forest management policies without the requisite power and 
capabilities. Also, the Forest Act does not provide a benefit-
sharing mechanism for benefits between the KFS and CFA. 
It is open for negotiation during the development and 
implementation of forest management plans. As of 2018, 325 
CFAs were registered in the country, with only 156 having 
forest management plans and 99 have signed a management 
agreement with the Kenya Forest Service. A majority of the 
CFAs are operating without legal requirements. 
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The Plantation Establishment and Livelihood 
Improvement Scheme (PELIS) has been implemented 
through CFAs. The scheme allocates forest plots to adjacent 
forest communities to practice agriculture while planting tree 
seedlings until the trees form a closed canopy. The aim is to 
increase forest cover while benefiting these communities in 
terms of food and income security. This is one way of raising 
forest plantations and has helped reduce the plantation 
backlogs in government-owned forests. The plantation 
system helped reduce the backlog at 5,000 hectares per year 
between 2000 and 2004 [71]. This system is a cost-effective 
way of restocking forest plantations and enjoys favourable 
support in rural areas [72]. PELIS contributes approximately 
Kshs.14 billion to the Kenyan economy [73] and plays a 
significant role in ensuring national food security. It is 
associated with increased forest cover as well as improved 
income generation. In the Malava forest in Western Kenya, 
forest cover increased by 51% from 2001 to 2016 from 366.9 
ha to 481.4 ha. Respondents in the study realised incomes 
in the range of Kshs.5,000 Kshs.15,000 per annum from 
the allocated land [74]. However, the land allocation in the 
scheme is temporary and generally held for three years, with 
no long-term security and benefit sharing in the sale of trees 
cultivated, arguably making the system less effective. The 
system can be improved by having a mechanism for profit 
sharing between the KFS and CFAs from forest timber and 
new plot guarantees for farmers based on past performance 
[72]. 

PFM through CFAs is also a valuable model to implement 
various market-based voluntary schemes such as the 
Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) and REDD+. One pilot 
PES scheme spearheaded by a CFA in Kenya is the Kapingazi 
River Restoration Project. It promoted tree planting along 
riverbanks for their protection. Revenues from the scheme 
helped to alleviate poverty and improve livelihoods [75]. 
Some of the challenges were issues of accountability and 
governance among partners. There is enormous potential 
in utilising CFA as agents in these market-based voluntary 
schemes. However, experiences with decentralisation and 
PFM have had mixed results, with CFAs falling short of their 
expected performance [70]. 

Studies have shown the importance of PFM to forest 
adjacent local communities. A study done on the Arabuko-
Sokoke forest in Kenya showed that forest benefits exceeded 
costs in areas with PFM than those without [76]. Another 
study on the Eastern Mau Forest Reserve highlighted the 
role of PFM in creating new income opportunities such as 
beekeeping and seedling production. It, however, noted that 
PFM had not provided ample devolution of powers regarding 
forest resources such as timber and firewood to the CFAs. 
Also, PFM increased burdens on the poorest households due 
to increased rule enforcement [77]. A case study of Karima 

forest in Kenya also noted the lack of significant powers 
devolved to the CFA and poor representation and downward 
accountability [78]. 

A 2018 forest taskforce report highlighted institutional 
corruption, lack of accountability, and unethical behaviour in 
the Kenya forest service. The protection of forests by KFS has 
been ineffective due to law enforcement and compliance’s 
limited capacity. Also, there has been a duplication of roles 
in the forest sector resulting from inadequate coordination 
among environmental agencies. All these have contributed 
to the inefficient management of forests in the country. The 
report recommends a clear collaboration framework for the 
national and county governments in forest management 
matters [79]. 

Kenya’s Forest Governance Institutional 
Structure

Kenya’s forest governance institutional structure 
has four main levels (Figure 2). These are the national, 
conservancy, county and forest station levels. The ministry 
in charge of forests and the KFS board of directors are found 
at the national level. The conservancy level comprises the 
conservancy’s regional head, who is in charge of the county 
ecosystem conservators at the county level. The forest station 
manager and the Community Forest Associations are found 
at the forest station level. 

The KFS board includes members nominated by the 
Forestry Society of Kenya, CFA national body (NACOFA), 
forest industry, and governors council. This ensures there 
is the representation of the forest communities, forest 
industries and civil societies at the KFS board. However, the 
nomination process of the CFA board member by NACOFA 
is not clearly defined, making the process vulnerable 
to corruption and elite capture.  A Forest Conservation 
Committee has been created at the conservancy level. It 
consists of a county executive committee member, a forest 
officer, and three board-appointed persons who CFAs, forest 
industries, and CSOs nominate. External members may be 
invited to attend meetings but are not eligible to vote. This 
body tries to connect the four levels of forest governance 
by having representatives of these levels. The nomination 
system, however, is also vulnerable to corruption and elite 
capture. 

Kenya Forests Working Group is a national level NGO 
involved in the country’s forest governance. It promotes 
sustainable forest management and takes part in forest-
related advocacy and policy work; it is the country’s most 
influential lobby group regarding forest conservation and 
management. It helps communities in PFM and monitors 
forest activities. They also help strengthen devolved forest 
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government structures for the effective implementation 
of forest functions. National Alliance of the Community 
Forest Associations (NACOFA) is the national level umbrella 
body of all the community forest associations in Kenya. It 
connects CFAs at the forest station level and offers avenues of 
knowledge exchange and learning. It has, however, not been 
significantly active in recent years due to weak collaboration 
and inadequate funding. The Forest Act of 2016 provided 
for the formation of a Forest Conservation and Management 
Trust Fund, which is supposed to promote and support 
forest conservation and development activities, including 
community forestry programs. The fund can support CFAs to 
enhance their performance. KFS is also mandated to approve 
the provision of technical training and credit facilities to 
establish community-based forest industries. However, it has 
limited institutional and technical capacity. 

Figure 2: Kenya’s Forest Governance Institutional 
Structure

Forest functions in the devolved government have been 
transferred to the county governments. However, most have 
not signed the Transition Implementation Plans (TIPs) 
to carry out these functions (79) fully; only 17 out of 47 

counties had signed the TIPSs by the end of 2018. There is 
also a lack of a clear coordination framework between the 
county and national governments. County governments 
implement national forest policies and are supposed to 
promote afforestation activities in the county. They are 
obligated to develop forest legislation and laws to support 
the implementation of forest development activities. 
They also advise and assist in the management of private 
and community forests. KFS is mandated to assist county 
governments to build capacity in forest management. There 
are no collaboration frameworks between KFS and other 
conservation agencies and county governments at the forest 
and county levels. In some cases, there is a lack of cooperation 
between KFS and CFAs [79]. There are recommendations to 
establish forest conservations and management committees 
at the county and forest station levels that would comprise 
key stakeholders, representatives from the counties and KFS, 
and forest communities. Cross-level interactions between 
the community, national and county governments and KFS 
devolved bodies would increase levels of accountability, 
cooperation, and coordination in forest management and 
facilitate the nomination process of CFA representatives to 
the committees and KFS board. 

Institutional Design for Polycentric Forest 
Governance

The country’s current institutional framework (Figure 
2) has several challenges. There is no clear collaboration 
framework between national and county governments in 
matters related to forest management. There is also no clear 
collaboration framework between KFS, other conservation 
agencies and county governments. There are low CFA 
representation levels at the county and conservancy levels 
that connect them to the national level’s NACOFA, their 
umbrella body. The KFS also has limited institutional and 
technical capacity. Continuous learning and reform of the 
existing forest governance institutional structure that better 
benefits and works with forest communities at the local, 
county, conservancy, and national levels will be crucial for 
forming a responsive, collaborative governance structure. 

This paper proposes a new forest polycentric 
governance institutional structure for the country that 
will help address some of these challenges (Figure 3). The 
institutional structure was constructed based on lessons 
learnt from other countries’ successful CBFM. Lessons from 
Nepal show the importance of having support from state 
and non-state actors in CBFM. It also shows the benefits of 
stakeholders participating in forest-related policymaking, 
with NGO bodies such as FECOFUN, an umbrella body 
for community forest user group, and Community Based 
Forestry Supporter’s Network (COFSUN) supporting forest 
communities in matters of capacity building, experience 
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sharing among user groups, and involvement in national-
level policymaking. They also connect them with the state 
[80]. Lessons from India show the benefits of an institutional 
structure that connects various forest-related stakeholders 
at certain levels. This is reflected in the Forest Development 
Agency, which connects the forest department and the Joint 
Forest Management (JFM) committees. Studies demonstrate 
the advantages of forming cooperative bodies to facilitate 
sustainable harvesting and marketing of forest products. 
This is shown through the formation of Forest Development 
Cooperation and Cooperative Federations [81]. Lessons 
also demonstrate the importance of Non-Governmental 
Organisations (NGOs; non-state actors) linking communities 
and the state to facilitate the transition to responsive forest 
governance. These NGOs play a major role in community 
capacity building and market engagement and help ensure 
the state’s responsiveness [82]. In Chile, representation of 
local fisher’s union is increased by having their members 
represented at the regional and national fisher’s federations, 
reflecting and bridging views of the three levels of governance 
[83]. In Kenya, the water governance institutional structure 
demonstrates the benefits of polycentric institutional 
structures in community representation, rule adaptation, 
and innovation, leading to improved outcomes [84]. In the 
Water Resource Users Association (WRUA), a parallel body 
to the Community Forest Associations, each chairperson 
in charge of a community water project akin to forest user 
groups serves at the WRUA’s management committee. This 
serves to represent the needs of individual projects better. 

Umbrella organisations represent the CFAs in this 
structure at each level which ultimately connects them 
to NACOFA at the national level. This would help solve the 
problem of weak alliance and representation and streamline 
the connection at all forest governance levels, which will 
aid the CFA board member nomination process by NACOFA. 
A strengthened NACOFA is better placed and focussed on 
representing communities’ needs and influence forest policy 
decisions at the national level. Elections can be conducted 
in each forest user group with the elected representatives 
serving in the CFA management committee to improve forest 
user groups representation.

Forest Conservation and Management Committees are 
also introduced at the forest station, county and national 
levels. This will increase the levels of representation at 
each forest governance level. At the forest station level, the 
committee is comprised of representatives from the CFA, 
sub-county government and key forest stakeholders at that 
level, and the forest station manager. The committee can 
handle forest management related issues at the forest station 
level and make recommendations to the relevant county 
government and county ecosystem office. At the county 
level, the committee is comprised of representatives from 

the county level CFA umbrella body, the county government 
and key stakeholders at that level, and the county 
ecosystem conservator. The committee can handle forest 
management related issues at the county level and make 
recommendations to the relevant conservancy and body 
of conservancy’s county governments. At the conservancy 
level, the committee is comprised of representatives from 
the conservancy level CFA umbrella body, the conservancy’s 
county governments and key stakeholders at that level, and 
the regional head of conservancy. The committee can handle 
forest management related issues at the conservancy level 
and make recommendations to the national government 
and KFS directors. At the national level, the committee 
is comprised of representatives from NACOFA, KFWG, 
the national government and key stakeholders at that 
level, and KFS directors. The committee can handle forest 
management related issues at the national level and make 
recommendations to the ministry in charge of forests. These 
committees should have equal representation, decision-
making and voting rights to enable fair and effective 
processes. 

Figure 3: Proposed Kenya’s Forest Polycentric Governance 
Institutional Structure

https://medwinpublishers.com/JENR/
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The additional forest committees at the national, 
county and forest station levels and the modified forest 
conservation committee at the conservancy level create 
avenues for adequate representation, social learning 
and institutional capacity building. They create added 
structures for accountability and conflict resolution. The 
added CFA umbrella bodies also provide avenues for 
better representation, accountability, knowledge exchange, 
innovation and learning. These structures can help reduce 
responsibilisation by devolving powers and capabilities 
at each of the bodies in each level, facilitating a shift to 
responsive governance; The structure facilitates cross-scale 
interaction and coordination to help devolution of powers 
and capabilities to the lowest level. 

The polycentric structure links the government from 
the sub-county to the national levels, providing a framework 
for collaboration in forest management matters. The 
forest conservation and management committees provide 
a framework for collaboration between the KFS, the 
government, other conservation agencies, key stakeholders 
and CFAs at each level. The CFAs are also better represented 
at each level by their umbrella bodies. There is collaboration 
at each level between key stakeholders, which include 
non-state actors and the CFAs. This will fill in the gap by 
effecting capacity building and knowledge sharing and 
link communities and the state. The key stakeholders, 
including non-state actors, can help communities identify 
profitable forest products, engage with markets, establish 
forest-based enterprises and get product certification. The 
CFAs and the KFS are also linked at each level, facilitating 
better communication, rule enforcement, lobbying and 
accountability. 

The proposed forest governance institutional structure 
differs from the current structure by introducing forest 
conservation and management committees and CFA 
umbrella bodies at each level. The structure connects the 
government, key stakeholders, including non-state actors, 
CFAs and KFS at each level through the forest conservation 
and management committees, with collaboration between 
the CFAs and key stakeholders, including non-state actors. 
The CFAs are also connected through umbrella bodies at 
each level to the national body NACOFA. The proposed 
structure is polycentric and characterised by multiple and 
overlapping decision-making centres of semi-autonomous 
authority with competitive and cooperative relationships 
and supporting actors, nested at various levels (forest 
station, county, conservancy and national), including diverse 
types of organisations, and capable of conflict resolution. 
It has governing bodies that cut across levels. They have 
various interaction and corporation points at different levels 
and scales for representation, learning, and deliberation. The 
structure is conducive to innovation and learning, essential 

elements for adaptation, resilience and institutional fit. 

Generalised Forest Polycentric Governance 
Institutional Structure 

Kenya’s proposed polycentric institutional structure can 
be generalised, as shown in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: Proposed Generalised Forest Polycentric 
Institutional Structure.

The state actors, non-state actors, key stakeholders, 
and forest user groups are connected at each level of 
forest governance through representative bodies to allow 
for adequate representation, collaboration, deliberation, 
lobbying, and accountability. The state actors are also 
connected to forest user groups for adequate communication, 
rule enforcement and deliberation. The non-state actors 
and key stakeholders collaborate with both the state actors 
and forest user groups at each level, linking the state and 
forest user groups and filling in the gap in capacity building. 
The forest user groups are connected to the national level 
through umbrella bodies at each level, streamlining their 
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representation and focussing their agenda and lobbying 
strength. Each level of forest governance is connected to the 
next through the state actors and user groups, ensuring the 
needs and recommendations of lower levels are represented 
at higher levels. These needs and recommendations are also 
represented and discussed at the representative bodies of 
higher levels. 

This proposed simplified polycentric forest governance 
institutional structure connects multiple overlapping 
decision-making centres making it possible for adequate 
representation and deliberation at each level. Community 
involvement in decision-making processes is facilitated 
through the multiple representative bodies at each level and 
their umbrella bodies connected to the state. This ensures 
their needs are represented at each level and that the 
community plays a role in steering forest policies’ direction. 
Key stakeholders and non-state actors also participate in 
decision-making processes at each level, ensuring their 
needs are considered. 

Conclusion

Successful CBFM requires suitable institutional 
arrangements at the local, regional and national levels 
with upward and downward accountability and cross-
scale interactions. This defines a polycentric institutional 
structure that connects various forest-related stakeholders 
at all levels. The policies created through this structure will 
be better informed, deliberated, and comprehensive, taking 
all key stakeholders’ needs into account. Polycentric systems, 
however, have relatively higher coordination transaction 
costs and would require financial commitments from all 
stakeholders involved. Dedicated funds from the state would 
be beneficial towards this end, especially in areas where the 
communities struggle financially. The polycentric system’s 
complexity also makes it harder to hold responsible actors 
accountable. This would require higher transparency 
levels and coordinated systems of accountability at each 
governance level to ensure its success.
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