
TuRnIng TIMbER InTO RIghTs
Nikolaj Bro Moseholm
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In the central RAAN department of Nicaragua,2 
the Danish NGO Nepenthes is supporting the 

Mayangna and Miskitu peoples of seven 
indigenous communities to develop sustainable 
forest management in cooperation with the 
national NGO IPADE (Instituto Para el Desarrollo y 
la Democracia). Each community has official terri-
tor ial rights to the surrounding forest, but illegal 
timber companies and an increasing number of 
new settlers are violating these territorial rights. 
The government has still not taken any action to 
stop new settlement or timber companies in the 
indigenous territories. The local indigenous 
organizations have a hard time coping with these 
challenges, and the absence of a powerful national 
indig en ous coordination leaves the local indig-
enous communities pretty much on their own in 
their struggle against time, while the invasions 
and destruction of their natural resources and 
basis of living continues at high speed.

Although indigenous rights to defend their 
territory and define their own development should 
not depend on economic calculations, the fact is that 

A case study  
on indigenous communities’ sustainable
and income generating forest management 
in NICARAGUA1

timber companies’ destruction of indigenous peoples’ 
forest and livelihood is dictated by local and national 
economic interests. It is thus important to develop 
and present an alternative economic argument of 
long-term income through sustainable forest manage-
ment in order to fight poverty and protect the 
environment. In recent years, increased concern about 
the negative impacts of climate change has provided 
yet another cost-benefit argument for increased 
community control of forest resources, since climate 
change and forest destruction are closely linked (more 
about this later), and settlers clearing forest in 
traditional indigenous territories are one of the main 
actors behind forest destruction here. Ironically, 
climate change, which has otherwise been experienced 
as an acute threat to indigenous communities in the 
RAAN3 (who saw most of their forest destroyed by 
Hurricane Felix in 2007), is now becoming an argument 
for increasing community control of their forest 
territories. 

But first and foremost: the best way to defend your 
rights is to use your rights. A strong and documented 
management of the indigenous territory, visible to the 
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outside world, represents a key defense of that 
territory. Likewise, economic income from sustainable 
timber production, agriculture and handicrafts, etc., 
is essential to sustaining and empowering the indig-
enous organizations to defend their rights. 

Turning “no mans land” into territory

To many new settlers, and it is no different in the 
RAAN, rainforest located far from indigenous 
settlements often appears like a “no man’s land” as 
they do not understand or respect the diversified use 
of the territory over time in terms of hunting, 
gathering, fishing, sacred places, and the need to 
break new soil, leaving old fields, fishing and hunting 
areas in the rainforest to recover in cycles of 10-30 
years.

The absence of intensive and visible use of great 
areas of the forest, combined with a low organizational 
capacity to control the boundaries of the territory, 
invites illegal timber companies to operate undisturbed 
in remote areas of the rainforest. Just as often, the 
timber companies enter into direct agreements with a 
few indigenous authorities, leading to corruption 
amongst leaders by paying a few of them larger 
amounts, in order to obtain timber at a very low price 
from the many. All these factors are present in the 
RAAN, and even though the majority in the seven 
communities would like to prevent this development, 
which is gaining real control over their natural 
resources and production, things will not change 
overnight. Illegal timber activities and corruption will 
not end until a true economic alternative is present. 
The indigenous communities will not get a better 
price for their timber until they can handle the 
technical aspects of timber production and have a 
knowledge of markets that will enable them to not 
only negotiate the companies’ right to extract timber 
in their territory but also to sell timber processed and 
managed by themselves.

The legal aspect of land and territory is obviously 
essential to defining the respective indigenous peoples 
as the rightful owners of their territory. And yet 
without a sustainable income for the indigenous 
organizations themselves that will empower them to 
defend, manage and develop the territory, they will 
eventually lose it to new settlers, extractive industries 
and national mega-projects of economic interest to 
the state. 

When developing sustainable forest management, 
however, one should not merely look at the timber 
companies as enemies. The timber companies possess 

technical knowledge, equipment, capital and access 
to a diversified market, all of which represent 
important areas of potential, provided they are 
committed to sustainable practices in close cooperation 
with the indigenous authorities and according to the 
holistic management plan of the indigenous people.

Developing best-practice community - 
based forest management

The general objectives of the sustainable forest 
management projects supported by Nepenthes are to 
generate a fair economic income, and to promote 
social improvement and the free exercise of rights for 
the people living in the forests of Latin America. 
Through many years’ experience supporting sustain-
able community forest development in Honduras, 
Nepenthes has developed a model of best practice. 
The model was initially developed with mestizo 
communities but is currently being adapted to 
indigenous communities in Nicaragua. The overall 
challenges are more or less the same and the mestizo 
communities supported by Nepenthes in Honduras 
do have collective access as rightful users to the forest 
surrounding their communities. However, an import-
ant advantage for indigenous peoples in relation to 
mestizos, in terms of the possible benefits of sustainable 
forest management, is the relatively higher level of 
regional organization amongst indigenous people as 
compared to mestizo communities. The latter rarely 
develop strong organizations beyond the community 
level, and thus do not succeed in linking local 
improvements in living standards to a national 
advocacy level.

In the following, we shall look at the main steps 
and key aspects to consider when developing a 
successful model for a sustainable and income-
generating forest management, based on experiences 
from cooperation between Nepenthes and local 
counterparts in Honduras and Nicaragua. 

Dealing with poverty

It is important to take the economic poverty, labor 
capacity and traditions of the indigenous people 
seriously when planning the development process.

This means not expecting men and women to go 
through extensive training and labor-intensive 
activities with a view to obtaining production and 
economic benefits only after 2-3 years, which is the 
minimum time perspective for developing commercial 
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timber management by indigenous agencies, and an 
8-10-year perspective before all the different aspects 
of running the production agencies are actually 
sustainably managed by the indigenous peoples 
themselves. The development process must offer 
long-term, medium-term and short-term results. 
Though sustainable timber management represents a 
significant potential income to the indigenous 
organizations in the long and medium-term, a short-
term result is also needed in order to motivate, 
compensate for their loss of time spent in planning 
and training activities, and release human resources 
for the family.

Step 1: Local organization

The local civil society and community organizations 
are the basis of development activities. Democratic 
and well-functioning local organizations are a 
precondition for well-functioning sustainable forest 
management, as they represent the ownership to 
resources, the initiative and the responsibility for all 
planned activities in the development process.

Nepenthes supports the creation of production 
units of 10-20 people in agriculture, handicraft and 

Trunks are measured to identify 
qualified timber.
Photo: Jose Juan Aguilar.

timber management and provides technical training 
in the communities. The production units must be 
based on cooperation with the existing representative 
organizations responsible for social improvements on 
a community or territorial level. An important 
argument for this is the need to avoid creating parallel 
organizations alongside the existing representative 
community organizations, which would prove 
problematic when the production units gain economic 
power. The representative organizations play an 
important role in the distribution of benefits, making 
sure the income from sustainable forest management 
not only benefits those working directly in the 
production units but also translates into common and 
democratically selected improvements in life on a 
holistic, community and territorial level, respecting 
the community’s collective rights to the natural 
resources on their territory.

This is why Nepenthes supports the development 
of benefit-sharing systems and the training of local 
leaders in methods of participatory investigation with 
regard to the interests of the people they represent. 
The people are divided into groups of authorities: 
men, women, youngsters and elders, in order to 
clarify the local development needs and priorities for 
the future that can be provided by their new 
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commercial production. Whether the major commun-
ity priorities are to support indigenous organizations 
in strengthening territorial defense systems, in 
intercultural bilingual education, health, cultural 
activities, or in local, national and international 
advocacy in defense of indigenous rights, it is essential 
to promote local participation, and make sure that the 
objectives and potential results are clear to those 
expected to spend time and effort in the process. 
Furthermore, if there is no such consensus around 
defined priorities and administration of funds, a large 
income often creates conflict and corruption, 
representing a serious set-back for the community 
organization instead of promoting the intended life 
improvements.

Likewise, for local development plans, training 
needs – e.g. in cost analysis, financial administration, 
developing business plans, forest management, 
handicrafts, environmental issues and promotion of 
products – are identified in cooperation with the 
existing local representative organizations. The 
sustainability of the development support depends 
on the capacity of these organizations, as they are 
responsible for developing and passing on experiences 
within the community, and between communities in 
the territory. Well-defined systems for training of 
trainers must be defined if sustainable development 
is to be created rather than just temporary production 
support.

Step 2: Agriculture for family empowerment

Although timber production represents by far the 
greatest potential income for the communities – 
especially in remote areas where tourism is not an 

option – and sustainable timber production is the 
main income-generating objective of the project, 
support to the development of local agriculture should 
not be under-estimated. Sustainable timber production 
is rather complex, requiring extensive technical 
knowledge and several years before an income can be 
generated. It is not fair to expect any body to be willing 
or able to devote large amounts of time and labor for 
years without receiving an income in return, especially 
not very poor people who have a hard time just 
surviving and little tradition of planning years in 
advance. This is a general fact often under-estimated 
in development projects. 

Supporting non-timber production such as agri-
culture and handicrafts can generate income, improve 
living standards and release human resources for new 
production activities in a short period of time. The 

Yucca is among the most popular crops in the forest agriculture. Photo: Jose Juan Aguilar
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objectives of the agricultural development activities 
are twofold: the first is to improve existing agriculture 
in order to provide better nutrition, protect production 
from failure and reduce the need to convert new land 
to agriculture, which would lead to serious damage 
of the forest. This is done by introducing enhanced 
varieties of existing crops such as rice, corn, beans 
and yucca, etc., and by introducing new ecological 
techniques by which to prepare the soil. The second 
objective of agricultural development is to increase 
incomes. This can be done by introducing new cash 
crops such as cocoa, coffee, vanilla etc. This requires 
access to markets, however, and a thorough analysis 
of market prices as compared to production costs. 
Introducing new crops is an investment in time and 
money and is vulnerable to failure. It is therefore 
important not to repeat the mistakes of innumerable 

development projects that have scaled-up around one 
or two crops with an alluring market price. The 
introduction of new cash crops should always be 
diversified in order to guarantee an income in the case 
of falling market prices for one or two of the crops, 
and should always be combined with support to 
develop the subsistence crops in case of low or no 
income due to market prices or simply due to the time 
scale needed for slow cash crops, such as cocoa, to 
develop.

Families receiving seeds for new crops of all kinds 
must return seeds after their first harvest to a 
Community Seed Bank managed by a Seed Committee 
elected by the community, allowing still more families 
to join the new production or helping out families 
with low or no harvest due to natural disasters such 
as the recent Hurricane Felix in 2007.

The new sustainable small-scale forest agriculture provides food and economic income to the communities. Photo: Jose Juan Aguilar
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To begin with, the agriculture and timber 
production units of the indigenous cooperatives of 
the RAAN were supported by only a few people. As 
in other projects – or in any other society - only a few 
people are initially willing to take the risk of embarking 
on something new. On seeing the results of the first 
small production units, however, more families joined 
the action. There were also a few unit members who 
were reluctant to return seeds to the community bank 
after their harvest. Refused access to the activities and 
benefits of the seed bank by the Community Seed 
Bank Committee, they soon returned the seeds they 
were supposed to.

Step 3: Timber production for  
collective empowerment

While support to develop agricultural production 
gives quick results in terms of food production and 
economic income, focused primarily on direct 
empowerment at a family level, the primary focus of 
supporting timber production is to generate a 
collective income on a territorial level, including one 
or more communities. Trained family members 
working in the timber production units receive a fair 
salary for their labor but the rest of the income is 
administered on a territorial level by the traditional 

representative organizations, in order to ensure 
reinvestment and social development according to 
the defined collective priorities, as described in the 
section above on “Local organization”.

However, as timber production represents an 
economic income, it also adds value to the land. Before 
commencing support to timber production, it is thus 
crucial to clarify any questions concerning the 
ownership rights over use of the land or territory. If 
the community’s land ownership is not clear, adding 
value to the land could lead to the community losing 
their traditional territory, as the local government, 
foreign timber companies, or both, will do anything 
to gain control of valuable resources. 

Once a general forest management plan has been 
developed jointly between the community production 
unit and a professional engineer (including special 
attention with regard to e.g. flora, fauna and rivers as 
a whole) in order to define what can be logged where 
and when, the technical training of the units that are 
to manage production takes place. Techniques are 
introduced to reduce waste of timber when cutting 
trees, as well as techniques and activities to add value 
to the timber, such as processing the timber with a 
chainsaw and frame, drying the timber using solar 
energy and promoting new timber species. The timber 
market is unfortunately very conservative and largely 
focused on a few commercial species such as 

The market for FSC-
certified timber is growing. 

Jose Juan Aguilar.
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absent, and even though the indigenous communities 
are trained in and committed to complying with the 
environmental standards, frequent monitoring by the 
FSC supports the communities’ good practices. 
Furthermore, given that the communities cooperate 
with foreign timber companies that might have more 
short-term economic interests at heart, a foreign non-
corruption control institution is needed to guarantee 
the long-term economic and environmental interests 
of the indigenous communities.

The other good reason to obtain FSC certification 
is related to economic interest, as certified timber and 
timber products open up access to new markets of 
highly aware consumers who are willing to pay more 
for the satisfaction of knowing that the timber they 
buy is legal and sustainable. Though certified products 
rarely generate increased prices on the local or national 
markets in Latin America, given that few consumers 
here are willing to pay more to protect the environment, 
the international market for certified timber is a large 
one and pays well. Nepenthes is therefore making 
efforts to facilitate contacts between the production 
units in the indigenous territory and companies 
trading in certified products on the international 
market. This is possible because many timber 
companies want to enter the growing market for 
sustainable products, obtaining a good profit and at 
the same time finding official and secure long-term 

mahogany and teak. Known commercial species 
represent only a small percentage of the species in the 
rainforest and the result of the market’s very narrow 
focus on these species represents a far from satisfactory 
use of the forest resources, both from a commercial 
and an environmental perspective. There are 
numerous unknown timber species with very good 
and diversified production qualities, and it is 
important to promote these when dealing with 
sustainable forest development. 

Step 4. Certification of forest for e 
nvironmental protection

As a final central component of support to sustainable 
forest management, Nepenthes places great 
importance on promoting and training in certification 
of forest and forest products within the Forest 
Stewardship Council (FSC) certification system.4 FSC 
certification has proved to be the best international 
certification system for sustainable timber, and there 
are at least two good reasons for applying for FSC 
certification.

The first is concerned with environmental control 
and conservation. In Latin America, as in most 
developing countries, environmental control on the 
part of national institutions is either weak or virtually 

Indigenous leaders identify which parts of the 
territory serves as productive areas.  
Photo: Jose Juan Aguilar.
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cooperation partners. Selling certified timber from the 
indigenous territories earns the companies goodwill 
amongst consumers, as the positive environmental 
and social impact of production is a goldmine in terms 
of PR and image for the timber companies. 50 % of the 
timber sold inside the EU is certified, and several 
communities in Honduras that are supported by 
Nepenthes to develop their sustainable forest 
management have succeeded in exporting a con-
siderable amount of certified timber products to 
Denmark.

The impact and success of sustainable forest 
development in indigenous territories should not, 
however, first and foremost be measured in terms of 
the amount of income generated but rather in terms 
of the local organizations’ enhanced capacity to 
promote their defined and desired economic, social 
and cultural development, and especially their 
advocacy capacity to defend their rights as a people.

Indigenous peoples’ key role in  
mitigating climate change

A new and strong argument in favour of indigenous 
territorial rights and sustainable forest management 
is now on the international agenda: the global concern 
for climate change. In Nicaragua, as in most countries 
of Latin America, the main contribution to climate 
change in terms of CO2 emissions into the atmosphere 
comes from forest destruction. This means that any 
national plan to avoid climate change must include 
sustainable forest management, and a halt to new 
settlers on indigenous territory and elsewhere burning 
the forest to convert land to agriculture. It is common 
knowledge that the forest cannot be protected without 
close cooperation with the people living there. 
Indigenous people thus represent the solution, as key 
actors, to achieving national goals to fight global 
climate change, if their territorial rights are recognized 
and respected. In the RAAN, the combination of 
presenting alternative models for sustainable forest 
management and putting a stop to new settlements 
on their territories can now be used in advocacy 
campaigns as climate change mitigation actions for 
the common good, as well as concrete measures for 
the full implementation of indigenous peoples’ rights 
to defend and manage their territories. 

The climate change discussion is high on the 

agenda in the RAAN as communities suffered greatly 
following Hurricane Felix in 2007, which destroyed 
most of the forest in the Mayangna and Miskitu 
territories. As ever stronger and more frequent 
hurricanes are directly linked to global warming, the 
importance of taking action in this regard has become 
clearer to indigenous people as well as governmental 
authorities. 

It is now time to convert this new awareness into 
constructive plans and agreements between the 
indigenous authorities and the state, safeguarding 
indigenous rights and supporting their sustainable 
forest management. At the international level, laws 
demand ing certification of timber are needed to 
promote trade in sustainably produced timber, there-
by increasing the economic viability of indig enous 
communities’ sustainable timber production.    

Notes

1 This article is based on the author’s own observations 
through his involvement in the Nepenthes’ project 
Forestry for the indigenous people in Rosita, Nicaragua. 
The project was implemented between 2006-2008 with 
support from the Danish Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
(DANIDA). 

2 The Región Autónoma del Atlántico del Norte (the 
Autonomous Region of the North Atlantic) is an 
indigenous autonomous region on the Caribbean/
Atlantic coast of Nicaragua, created in 1987 after years 
of insurgency against the Sandinista government. 

3 More frequent and stronger hurricanes are one of the 
predicted – and experienced – impacts of global warming 
and climate change. 

4 The Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) is an international 
certification body represented and co-managed by three 
membership chambers governing environmental, social 
and economic aspects. Members of the chambers include 
civil society organizations and companies. Each chamber 
enjoys equal votes no matter how many members the 
chamber has. Inside each chamber, members from North 
and South also have equal votes in order to protect the 
FSC from being dominated by special interests.
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