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Land tenure and deforestation research update     November 10, 2010 
Lisa Naughton, Brian Robinson and Margret Holland 
 
CONVENTIONAL WISDOM IN PAST DECADES suggested that 
tenure enables land users to value the future benefit 
streams of forests, which they would not do otherwise, and 
limits the desire to clear forest and stake a claim on land. 
Through our review of dozens of cases from studies 
linking changes in forest cover with land tenure (see Case 
Studies below), it is clear that well-defined tenure, while 
perhaps a necessary condition for policy to reduce 
deforestation rates, is far from sufficient.  
 

There is not one type of tenure that 
is best for protecting forests. 

 
Tenure security gives landholders assurance to the 

right to future benefits from the land. The highest value 
benefit stream could be from standing forests, but it is 
often from some other land use such as agriculture. Secure 
tenure does remove the need to clear land to signal 
ownership, but this is only one of many reasons forests are 
cleared.  

Figure 1 shows that both positive and negative 
outcomes for forest cover occur on all the most common 
types of tenure. Positive outcomes refer to slowed 
deforestation rates and maintained or regenerated forest 
cover. Negative outcomes are increased deforestation rates 
or loss of forest. We found no evidence to suggest one 
specific tenure type is best for protecting forests. 

Further, we see that having secure tenure, 
regardless of the specific tenure type, does not guarantee 
the preservation of forest cover. Even with secure tenure, 
we found evidence of varied changes in forest cover in our 

Figure 1: Forest outcomes and type of tenure  

 
study cases. Figure 2a shows that while 9 cases had 
positive effects on forest cover, 6 were negative and 13 
had varied outcomes. Regionally (Figure 2b) we found no 
evidence that secure tenure impacts forest cover in a 
consistently positive or negative direction. 
 

Well-defined tenure, likely a necessary 
condition for policy to reduce 
deforestation, is far from sufficient. 

 
Reducing deforestation through direct payments or 

other national policy will require that tenure be very clear. 
However, secure tenure is often not enough to preserve 
forest cover. Payments or policies must take into account 
conditions that determine the value of alternative land uses 
relative to forest for local landholders. 

Figure 2  a. Forest outcomes with secure tenure b. Regional forest outcomes with secure tenure 
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