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SUMMARY

This report summarizes the work undertaken over the past year as part of the project “Expanding Indigenous Community Forestry in Southern Mexico,” funded by the Joseph F. Wall Sesquicentennial Service Award of Grinnell College.  The project was implemented in Oaxaca State, Mexico by Grupo Autónomo para la Investigación Ambiental (GAIA), with the Wall Award grantee (Benjamin D. Hodgdon, ‘96) acting as project coordinator.  The project has achieved its main goal, which was to launch community forestry in the indigenous Zapotec village of San Juan Ozolotepec in the Sierra Sur of Oaxaca.  After building up the basic social mechanisms and ensuring local support for forestry, a formal partnership between San Juan and an exceptionally advanced forestry community in the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca was consolidated in February 2008, and substantial funding from the federal government leveraged for the elaboration of a forest management plan.  With this achieved, the project shifted its focus to the landscape scale, organizing a major multi-stakeholder workshop involving communities, government officials, NGO representatives, academics and foresters working in the Sierra Sur to develop a regional strategy for forestry.  The workshop was the first of its kind and succeeded in launching an initiative which will have impact throughout the Sierra Sur.  Thus the project – within a short time frame of 12 months – can be shown to have leveraged existing capacities at both the local and regional scales to expand indigenous community forestry in Oaxaca, which was the unifying goal of the project.  Additionally, the grantee worked intensively with GAIA to raise funds for its operations in Oaxaca and beyond, and has secured first-round approval for financing of two projects collectively worth US $533,663.
INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT JUSTIFICATION

The Joseph F. Wall Sesquicentennial Service Award is given to Grinnell College alumni to work on projects “dedicated to improving the lives of others.”  This project, entitled “Expanding Indigenous Community Forestry in Southern Mexico,” was designed by Benjamin D. Hodgdon (’96) together with Grupo Autónomo para la Investigación Ambiental (GAIA), a non-government organization working in Oaxaca State, Mexico. 

The main goal of the project was to initiate community forestry with Zapotec communities in the uplands of the Huatulco watershed complex, hereinafter referred to as the Ozolotepec region of Oaxaca.  The project was implemented under an existing GAIA program called Sistema Comunitario para la Biodiversidad (SICOBI), which has been working with a number of communities over the past seven years on a range of natural resource management issues.  The forestry work undertaken as part of this project was initiated at the behest of communities who expressed interest in improving forest management on their lands.

Worldwide, community forestry is recognized as a potentially powerful tool to achieve a range of social, environmental and economic objectives in rural areas.  However, experience to date has been discouraging, especially in developing countries; despite huge investments, there are relatively few examples globally of successful community forestry operations.  In Mexico, by contrast, the last twenty years have seen great strides in community forestry, such that at present the country counts the greatest number of community forestry enterprises anywhere in the world.  These enterprises generate an impressive array of benefits for communities – from cash income to employment, educational development and healthcare, to environmental conservation, to reduced emigration and social conflict – and offer some of the best hope for a Mexican countryside that is increasingly in crisis.
Though these gains have been truly impressive, the vast bulk of the estimated 15,800 communities in Mexico with forest
 are not currently engaging sustainable management to maximize both the material and intangible benefits of their natural assets.  Only about 2,300 communities have permits to legally remove timber from their lands, and of these more than half are ‘stumpage communities’ (rentistas), who simply sell extraction rights to outside loggers, timber traders or other interests.  More often than not, these communities realize only a small percentage of the market value of the wood and other forest products harvested on their lands, while forest extraction fails to create sustained employment for locals.  Lack of community involvement in forestry planning, operations and monitoring typically results in unsustainable management (through high-grading, operations that damage soils and watercourses, and lack of attention to regeneration), as well as illegal extraction which fuels petty corruption and leads to social conflict.  Such mismanagement undermines the forest resource, biodiversity and other forest services, while foregoing the substantial potential contributions of community forestry outlined above.  

This makes a clear case for extending the proven Mexican community forestry model to other communities in Mexico that express an interest.  In recognition of this, and with the impetus coming from communities themselves, GAIA began working with communities in the Ozolotepec region to initiate a project aimed at expanding community forestry.  This Wall Award supported the grantee to act as project coordinator.
PROJECT GOAL AND OBJECTIVES
The project had the following goal:
Project goal: 
Produce a locally-owned sustainable forest management plan that enables indigenous communities to guide management of their forest resources for development and conservation
In line with this goal, the project had the following objectives:

Objective 1:
Increase indigenous community control over forest resource management and the benefits generated from forest harvesting

Objective 2:
Connect capacities of local NGOs and communities, and leverage government support for upgrading community forest management

Objective 3:
Contribute to forest cover maintenance, biodiversity conservation and watershed protection in the wider Huatulco catchment

To achieve these goals and objectives, a range of activities were implemented over the past year, largely in line with those outlined in the project proposal workplan.  All activities were aimed at ensuring a maximum level of social equity, environmental sustainability, and economic competitiveness in the community forest management plan that will ultimately be produced, ensuring that this effort will continue beyond the life of this project as well as GAIA’s support.
PROJECT ACTIVITIES
The following major activities were undertaken as part of the project:

1. Project preparation and networking (July 2007). Upon receipt of the first installment of funding, the grantee embarked on a series of meetings with different stakeholders in the city of Oaxaca. This included the institutional partner – GAIA – with whom several introductory meetings were held to plan out project activities. The grantee also gathered a range of documents from GAIA and other sources (most notably the Ford Foundation in Mexico City) to become more familiar with community forestry development in Mexico in general and in Oaxaca in particular. Extensive background research was also done on the communities in the Ozolotepec region, using GAIA’s library as well as online resources. Beyond the project partner, the grantee also met with other NGOs in Oaxaca who are working on community based natural resource management issues. This included Methodus (an NGO focused on management of non-timber forest products), and Estudios Rurales y Asesores (ERA), which has long experience organizing community forestry in the state. Initial meetings were also held with the government agency in charge of forestry in Oaxaca, the local branch of the National Forestry Commission (CONAFOR). Several international groups were also consulted, including the Smartwood Program of the Rainforest Alliance, the lead certifier for community forestry operations in Mexico. These encounters were indispensable both in gathering information about the communities and the steps necessary to undertake the planned work, as well as in terms of introducing the grantee to a range of important partners.
2. Orientation meetings with communities (July-August 2007). Two meetings were held with communities in the Ozolotepec region to introduce the project concept and assess community interest. The first meeting was held in the town of Miahuatlán de Porfirio Díaz on 30 July and involved five communities from the Ozolotepec region – San Juan, Santo Domingo, San Francisco, San Jose and San Pedro El Alto. At this meeting the grantee presented the basic concepts behind the community forestry model, outlining the various benefits that have accrued to various communities in Oaxaca that have engaged forestry. Several of the most important steps involved in building a community forest management plan were then reviewed. One community – San Juan – expressed particular interest in beginning this process immediately. The other communities were more hesitant, though they recognized the potential benefits. For a variety of reasons however – mostly due to either lack of forest resources and/or institutional problems in their villages – the representatives from the other communities opted to delay making a solid commitment to starting forestry activities. A follow-up meeting was held on 5 August in the community of San Juan. Here, the grantee again presented the basic outlines of the project idea and presented the steps necessary to build a forest management plan (detail on this is included in technical Report No. 1). After a full day of discussions, the 25-member group approved the idea of moving forward with the first set of activities, surrounding community organizing.
3. Site selection (August 2007). Upon finishing the above orientation meetings, a final site selection exercise was undertaken, during which time the project elected which specific villages in the Ozolotepec region it should work with over the next year to initiate community forestry. The process followed a clear methodology, beginning with bio-physical characteristics, moving to socio-economic dynamics, and ending with practical project management considerations. As for the first criteria, among the five villages under consideration, only 3 have very substantial forest resources (>1000ha of forest with commercially viable stands of timber) – Santo Domingo, San Juan and San Pedro El Alto. The others, though interested in engaging forestry, are not endowed with a resource base suitable for commercial forestry operations. (Work with these communities will commence under future SICOBI activities related to forest restoration.) Second, socio-economic dynamics were considered. In this case, Santo Domingo was singled out due to its long-running dispute with a neighboring community (San Pedro Mixtepec) over a large area including some of its best tracts of forest. This ongoing conflict – which has been at times violent – disqualifies the community from receiving aid from government programs that will be critical to carrying out project activities. Thus, only San Juan and San Pedro El Alto were left. With the final consideration, that of practical project management issues, San Pedro El Alto presented a problematic situation. The community has not yet undertaken land use planning, a time-consuming exercise that must precede forest management planning. Moreover, given budgetary, staff and time constraints, and given the complexity of issues at hand involved with developing community forestry, it was decided that it would be best to “pilot” the project in one site – San Juan Ozolotepec. While the other communities would not be pilot sites, it was decided that they should participate in select activities, to set the stage for similar processes in their communities down the road. (More detail is included in technical Report No. 1.)
4. Participatory rural appraisal (September 2007). This activity was carried out in the community of San Juan to determine the social, historical and economic dynamics surrounding forestry in the community, and to establish local objectives for forestry development. Typical PRA tools such as historical mapping, ranking, Venn diagrams, and small group interviews were employed. A great deal of information was generated about forestry in San Juan during the PRA, and a great deal of time was spent working with community members to discussing the future options for forestry. The main conclusions of the assessment were that: (1) due to the conflictive history of forestry in San Juan, there is considerable hesitance to get involved with building a community forestry enterprise, however; (2) the community recognizes that the problems of the past are precisely the result of the lack of community involvement in forestry, therefore; (3) the community is interested to build a community forestry management plan, provided there is strong support from their Assembly. A full account of the results of the PRA is attached as technical Report No. 2.
5. Community exchange (September 2007). Shortly after the PRA exercise, an exchange was organized between communities of the Ozolotepec region and the Union of Zapotec-Chinantec Forest Producer Communities (UZACHI) of the Sierra Norte. UZACHI is one of the best-known and highly-advanced forestry communities in Mexico, and represents a model for the communities of Ozolotepec. A full week was spent with UZACHI, during which time the range of forest management organizations and operations were reviewed, both in a classroom setting and then in the field. For the community members from Ozolotepec to see for themselves the highly sophisticated level of forest management and conservation, social organization, and economic competitiveness of UZACHI, and to have the opportunity to interact with UZACHI technicians, was a major step forward. It both inspired them to believe that they can do it themselves, and gave them a clearer view of the steps that need to be followed for them to achieve a similar level of control over their forests. A full account of the exchange is included as technical Report No. 3.
6. Awareness raising (October 2007). After the exchange, the participants from San Juan identified a clear need to raise awareness within their own community about the potential benefits of community forestry in order to secure full support before moving forward with field activities. This decision was strongly supported by GAIA, since the PRA had made clear that forestry history was highly conflictive and the potential for future conflicts high. The awareness campaign in San Juan included two main components: (1) meetings between the Common Resources Committee and Assembly members to discuss with them the potential benefits of doing community forestry and outstanding concerns, and; (2) dissemination of awareness materials such as brochures and posters explaining through visual aids and text the benefits that have accrued to select communities in Oaxaca practicing forestry. The campaign culminated in a meeting of the community Assembly at which the course for forestry development was formally approved by the heads of the community. Detail on the awareness campaign is given in technical Report No. 4.
7. Formation of a local body for forestry development (November 2007). In line with the project workplan, a local body tasked with coordinating forestry development in San Juan was formed in November 2007. This body, staffed by two community technicians, sits under the Common Resources Committee of the community, and will spearhead fieldwork and management plan development over the course of the project. The community technicians will receive training in forestry as part of project activities, and will be GAIA’s main point of contact in the community. Details on community organizing in Oaxaca, administrative structures in San Juan and the role of the community technicians are given in the attached technical Report No. 4.
8. Initial field assessments of mistletoe infestation (December 2007-January 2008).  A set of activities was undertaken to assess the scope and severity of mistletoe infestation in the forests of San Juan Ozolotepec, and to recommend steps for management.  From the very start of project work in San Juan, community members prioritized ridding their forests of dwarf mistletoe (Arceuthobium spp.) infestation, which has spread over the past few years to cover a significant portion of their lands.  Before undertaking any activities on this subject, however, some basic investigations both in the field and doing research were undertaken, to clarify the nature of the problem on the ground, to better understand the ecology of mistletoes and the range of potential management tools available given the context, and to ensure compliance with Mexican governmental policy on forest pest management.  In line with government regulations, due to the scope of the infestation in San Juan, and given the community’s already-expressed aim to develop a community forest management plan, the recommended action was to undertake mistletoe management in the normal course of forestry operations in the coming years as part of the forest management plan.  Information generated as part of this work will be crucial in informing the treatments to be prescribed in different management units.  A full account of the investigations undertaken on mistletoe in San Juan is included in technical Report No. 5.
9. Partnership with UZACHI (January-February 2008).  After initial meetings aimed at contracting experienced community foresters from the Sierra Norte to lead forest inventory and management planning exercises in San Juan, a series of meetings and strategic discussions were held that resulted in the formation of a partnership between GAIA/SICOBI, the Union of Zapotec-Chinantec Forest Producer Communities (UZACHI) and the community of San Juan Ozolotepec.  This was not a planned activity of the project per se, but launches a new institutional affiliation between GAIA/SICOBI and its partner communities and UZACHI, which is recognized as having one of the best-run community forestry operations in the world (see technical Report No. 3).  In this sense, it achieved one of the basic goals of this Wall Award, which was to formally link highly developed community forestry enterprises with less-developed communities in Oaxaca.  The decision was taken to move in this direction to ensure the highest quality of technical assistance to San Juan Ozolotepec in the course of its forest management planning, to institutionalize a community-to-community partnership that would continue beyond the life of this one-year project, and to allow for the broadening of community forestry work by grantee beyond San Juan.  To launch the partnership, it was agreed to apply for a grant from the Mexican National Forestry Commission (CONAFOR) and its Community Forestry Development Program (PROCYMAF).  A technical proposal was prepared as a result of this partnership agreement, and was accepted and funded by PROCYMAF.  While moving in this direction amounted to a break with the planned activities of the project, it in fact ultimately ensured more effective, long-term support to community forestry in San Juan, and allowed the grantee to work with GAIA on more strategic broad-scale issues related to forestry in the Sierra Sur region of Oaxaca.  Full details of the agreement between the parties, the management workplan and the full Spanish-language proposal to PROCYMAF are included in technical Report No. 6.

10. Strategic planning for improved forestry in the Sierra Sur (March-April 2008).  Once the UZACHI/San Juan partnership was founded and financed, the grantee, at the urging of GAIA’s leadership, focused attention for the remainder of the Wall Award period on forestry issues in the broader Sierra Sur region of Oaxaca.  Work began by conducting basic background research, consisting primarily of document reviews and interviews with key actors, with the aim of establishing a base of information to be used in the process of planning a regional strategy for improving forestry in the region.  The main findings were as follows: (1) a broad range of forest ecosystems occur in the Sierra Sur, including some of the most important forests in the state from a commercial timber perspective; (2) the region is home to globally important biodiversity, and is a key corridor between tropical and temperate America; (3) watershed services provided by upland forests in the region are critical for coastal livelihoods, including the booming tourist industry; (4) the Sierra Sur has one of the highest deforestation rates in all of Mexico, higher than the national average; (5) the Mexican model for community forestry has not taken hold in many communities in the region, despite the proximity of some of the most successful community forestry enterprises in the world; (6) a majority of the forest in the region is in the hands of small private property holders who do not practice sustainable forestry for a variety of reasons; (7) the process of parcelization is increasing, leading to increased deforestation and fragmentation of the forest landscape, and (8) there is a need to learn lessons from other parts of Mexico to build alliances within and between communities to improve forest management in the Sierra Sur.  Using this research as a base, the grantee worked with GAIA staff to raise funding for a regional seminar on forestry in the Sierra Sur; CONAFOR ultimately committed US $3,875 to cover the basic costs of organizing such a meeting.  A full account of the research findings and their implications for landscape-scale strategizing for improved forestry in the region is included in technical Report No. 7.
11. Regional forestry forum (April-May 2008).  Following on the research above, work was subsequently undertaken to organize a multi-stakeholder forum on forest management in the Sierra Sur of Oaxaca.  The forum was held in the community of San Jose del Pacifico, in the district of Miahuatlan, in the Sierra Sur, on 22-23 April 2008.  Its goal was to bring together a broad base of individuals from communities, government, civil society, academia and the private sector to assess the current state of forestry in the region, identifying the major needs for improvement, and agree a set of strategic goals for action.  In line with this goal, the forum had 4 major objectives: (1) clarify the current state of forest management in the region and identify key actors; (2) define a set of goals for the development of sustainable forestry on both communal and privately-managed lands; (3) identify capacity gaps for meeting defined goals, and; (4) forge strategic linkages and outline a regional workplan for sustainable forestry development.  The forum was significant because it was the first time that such a meeting had been held to discuss forest management issues at the landscape scale, and because it facilitated dialogue amongst such a wide array of individuals, all of whom work on forestry in the Sierra Sur but who have never had the chance to work together in such a setting.  The main output of the meeting was a general action plan and the formation of a core group assigned to carry forward the recommended actions, seek funding and monitor progress.  A full account of the forum is included as technical Report No. 8.
Currently, the grantee is working with GAIA/SICOBI to finalize the proceedings of the forum (which constitutes the report to the funding agency, CONAFOR), to disseminate the findings and recommendations of the meeting, and to organize a follow-up forum to schedule activities, assign responsibilities and commit funding for all recommended actions.  As a regional action plan for landscape-scale forestry improvement, the effort is the first of its kind in Oaxaca.  Moreover, as the articulation of the shared vision of a range of actors from variable backgrounds working together and combining their differing capacities to improve forestry for communities, the plan achieves one of the key goals of this Wall Award: to connect existing capacities to expand community forestry.
OTHER ACTIVITIES
In addition to the above project-focused activities, the grantee also undertook the following:

· Fundraising.  As noted in the initial proposal for this Award as well as in the mid-term report, one of the key constraints for GAIA, like other grassroots NGOs in Mexico, is funding.  The organization does excellent community-based work but is chronically under-funded and over-worked.  It sometimes loses highly capable staff due to the low salaries it offers, and is often unable to help communities to the full extent of its abilities due to lack of funds.  With this in mind, the grantee made it a priority from the very start to help GAIA raise funds.  Starting in the fall of 2007, the grantee began preparing an initial proposal to fund a programmatic expansion of SICOBI, cultivating a relationship with the Inter-American Foundation (IAF).  A 3-year US $400,000 project has now been given first-round approval, and an IAF mission visited GAIA and the project site in late June.  All signals are positive and a full proposal is under preparation with community participation.  When funded, this project will effectively triple the operating budget of the organization, and make possible a whole new range of field activities, including the expansion of community forestry.  (The proposal is available upon request.)
Additionally, the grantee began working in February with RAISES, an umbrella group of grassroots NGOs in Mexico of which GAIA is a member, to raise funds from the World Conservation Union (IUCN) Netherlands Program to fund a Latin America Network for Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs).  This Network – modeled on a similar association in Southeast Asia – will bring together local NGOs and communities in 8 countries in Mesoamerica and South America and provide both online and physical space for sharing scientific and experience-based information on the management and marketing of NTFPs.  RAISES will be the coordinating NGO body, with GAIA staff heading up the coordination unit.  This 18-month US $130,000 proposal received initial approval on 15 May; a full proposal was submitted on 13 June and is likely to receive final approval.  When funded, the Network will create linkages between the good work being done by GAIA with communities on NTFPs with similar groups in Guatemala, Nicaragua, Venezuela, Surinam, Brazil, Bolivia and Peru, thus helping to achieve another key objective of this Wall Award, which was to leverage international funding to increase the profile of successful community management initiatives in Oaxaca.  (This proposal is also available on request.)
· Networking. Oaxaca is home to a large number of NGOs like GAIA working on community-based natural resource management. Many such organizations have long experience – of both failures and successes – implementing just the sort of projects that this Wall Award funded. In recognition of this, the grantee spent considerable time networking with other NGOs in Oaxaca in order to learn from their experiences and collect information on best practice approaches.  Furthermore, meetings with the main government agency in charge of forestry development in Oaxaca – the National Forestry Commission – and its lead foresters were held continually.  Building these relations has been crucial to developing connections that allow GAIA to navigate the cumbersome bureaucratic processes necessary to apply for government support for project work; and significant funding for GAIA was raised as a result. 
Crucially, as detailed above in point 9, the grantee worked diligently from the start to connect GAIA communities with better organized, highly-advanced Oaxaca forestry communities, primarily in the Sierra Norte.  As a result, the partnership between UZACHI and San Juan was formalized, which will ensure not only the production of a management plan for the community, but also future accompaniment on all aspects of community forestry development.  UZACHI’s expertise, moreover, will be utilized in expanding forestry beyond San Juan to other communities in the Ozolotepec region.
· Writing projects.  During the past year, it became clear that one of the most important roles for non-Mexicans to play here is to increase international awareness of the successes of community forestry.  To this end, the grantee has undertaken two writing projects aimed at very different audiences.  The first is a journalistic piece that has recently been commissioned by the US magazine Earth Island Journal and will run in its upcoming Winter 2008 issue.  This piece will profile for the general public in the US the rural crisis gripping places like Oaxaca, the resulting waves of out-migration that is an increasingly combative issue both here and in the US, and the potential for community forestry to support sustainable rural development in Mexico.  (EIJ will own the rights for 6 months; then perhaps it could be run in the Grinnell Magazine, if there is interest.)

Additionally, the grantee is also working on an academic paper exploring the evolution of silviculture and forest management in the Mexican context over the last 50 years.  The paper is being co-authored with Daniel J. Klooster – a professor from Florida State University – recognized as one of the leading academics worldwide on Mexican community forestry and certification. The paper’s aim is to bring to light the changes in forest management that have come about as the result of communities taking control of the forests on their lands. When finished it will be submitted to peer-reviewed journals for publication.
CONCLUSIONS
Overall, the work undertaken can be said to have achieved the unifying goal of this project: expansion of community forestry in Oaxaca.  This was achieved specifically through community forest management planning in one specific community (San Juan Ozolotepec), and through facilitating the development of a regional strategy for forestry improvement (in the broader Sierra Sur), both of which were made possible by linking capacities between various stakeholders already working on forestry in the state.  Moreover, the grantee’s successful efforts to raise funding for GAIA/SICOBI, and then to link them to organizations elsewhere in Latin America working on similar issues stands as a major complementary achievement.  Thus success can be said to have been achieved at multiple scales.  Significantly, the consolidation of partnerships, financing secured, and the focus on long-term strategy ensures that these achievements will continue and grow long beyond the life of this Wall Award project.
On a personal note, the Wall Award was ideal for me at this time in my career.  Having spent a decade in Asia working for large international organizations, the award facilitated both my “transition” to Latin America, as well as giving me the opportunity to work at the grassroots level in a context where community forestry works.  

Finally, perhaps the most important “output” of the last year, at least as far as I’m concerned, is my first child, a girl, Carmen Delia, born 7 June 2008, in Oaxaca.

Many thanks to Grinnell and the Wall Award for making all this possible!
�Many of these do not have very extensive tracts of forest with commercially-viable timber stands.
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