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Summary: Yunnan province – a mountainous region in Southwest China, bordering Myanmar, Laos and Vietnam 
– is a globally important biodiversity hotspot, and also home to more than 25 million rural people. Given the 
ecological importance of Yunnan’s forests, as well as the high dependence of mountain peoples on forests for 
their livelihoods, Yunnan’s experiences with collective forest tenure reform illustrate how one province addressed 
demands for both forest conservation and development.

The forests of Yunnan province provide critical ecosystem 
services, including hydrological services for millions of 
inhabitants of the Yangtze and Pearl Rivers in China 
and in countries downstream of the Salween, Mekong 
and Red Rivers. With high mountain ranges between 
these rivers, Yunnan is also home to world-renowned 
biodiversity, much of it in forest habitats. With 24.3 million 
hectares of forest land Yunnan has high forest cover and 
a large standing volume of timber. 75% of Yunnan’s forest 
land (18.2 million hectares) is collective forest, which also 
provide timber, fuel wood, and a huge range of non-timber 
forest products for its. But forestry only accounts for 3% of 
Yunnan’s GDP.
With numerous forest tenure policy changes in recent 
decades, most collective forest was still managed 
by village collective organizations; boundaries and 
management rights were often unclear; collective forest 
was often managed only for the benefit of village elites and 
villagers had little say in forest operations, and distribution 
of economic benefits was often not transparent and unfair. 

Yunnan’s reform process

Yunnan began to prepare for piloting reforms in 2005. 
The pilots began in 2006 and by 2010 collective forest 
tenure reform had been completed. Preparations included 
forest resource surveys, study tours to Fujian and other 
reforming provinces, and establishment of a taskforce 
within the provincial government, involving 26 provincial 
government departments. Nine counties were selected 
for initial piloting. At each administrative level, down to 
the village committee, task forces were set up, led by the 
Communist Party secretary. Funds for the reform process 
were allocated from government budgets, to cover 
expenses including cadastre surveys, mapping, fieldwork 
per diems, printing of forest tenure rights certificates and 
other office expenditures. By the end of 2010, 756,600 
government staff had been involved in forest tenure 
reform, and almost 1.2 billion Yuan had been spent.

Implementing the core reforms

As elsewhere, Yunnan’s reforms aimed to clarify the 
owners and managers of each forest plot and their rights 
and responsibilities, including rights to benefit from forest 
management. After clarifying the ownership of each forest 
plot, forests were divided equally among households, 
either contracting management to individual households 
or groups of households, or calculating shares that were 
allocated to each household. Management rights were 
specified in contracts, which were registered, and forest 
tenure certificates issued for 50 – 70 years. Rights to 
manage and benefit from the trees on each plot are now 
enjoyed by the holder of contract management rights. 
Where villagers or companies previously held rights, these 
were registered, and where boundaries or other rights 
were unclear in old contracts, they were clarified before 
registering them in new contracts, resolving disputes 
through mediation, where necessary. Farmers are now 
allowed to rent, sub-contract or auction these rights to 
others, and can invest their rights as shares in forestry 
enterprises.
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Ensuring  democrat ic  dec is ion-making and 
transparency

The al location of management and use r ights to 
collective forest was decided by a two-thirds majority 
vote by members of each village collective. To ensure 
clarity and accountability among all involved, members 
of each villager group had to sign the tenure reform 
notification, register of meeting participants, the resulting 
implementation plan and the forest boundary map. 
Individual villagers also signed their own contracts, 
and vi l lage committees signed on vi l lager group 
implementation plans. The initial tenure situation, 
implementation plan, work plan and results of reform were 
each posted publicly to ensure transparency.
Initially, pilot activities focused on collectively owned 
commercial forest, because farmers’ interests in these 
forests were expected to be clear. In some areas, local 
officials sought to simplify the process by encouraging 
villagers to devolve forest tenure rights to large groups 
of villagers, but this was later prevented by requiring that 
at least 80% of forest must be devolved to individual 
households. In most cases, forest was divided among 
households on an equal per capita basis, considering both 
male and female adults in the household. 
As experience was gained, the reforms were applied to 
other collective forests. Given the importance of ecological 
functions of Yunnan’s forests, a significant proportion was 
under some form of restricted use. Special measures were 
drafted for different situations. 
Collectivelyowned public benefit forests:Several 
measures were adopted to address collectively owned 
public benefit forests. Where possible, zonation was 
adjusted to take collective forest out of public benefit 
forest zones, unless the forests had particular ecological 
functions. Forest lands with limited ecological functions 

were reclassified as commercial forests. Remaining 
public benefit forest was allocated to the village collective 
or villager groups within the collective, rather than to 
households. In 2006, Yunnan had about 12.56 million 
hectares of public benefit forest, of which 7.9 million ha 
was central government designated, making farmers 
eligible for national compensation payments. No payments 
were available for the remaining public benefit forests. 
With significant difference in the economic benefits from 
commercial and public benefit forest, there was strong 
pressure to reclassify collective forest as commercial 
forest. The provincial government decided to allocate fiscal 
resources to providing compensation. In the first year, this 
was set at 75 Yuan/ha, but this was gradually increased to 
225 Yuan/ha, bringing it in line with the central government 
subsidy.

Forests under restricted use in Yunnan

Public benefit forests:In the early 2000s, a new forest 
zonation was introduced which divided all forest into either 
public benefit forest or commercial forest. Harvesting in 
public benefit forests is restricted to thinning and other 
conservation measures.
Natural Forest Protection Programme (NFPP): 
Following disastrous flooding in the Yangtze in 1998, a 
logging ban was imposed on many forests in the river 
basin, including 12.2 million hectares in Yunnan province.
Nature reserves: As a globally important biodiversity 
hotspot, Yunnan province has163 nature reserves, with a 
total area of almost 3 million hectares, or 7% of the total 
land area. When nature reserve boundaries were set, 
collective forests were often included in the protected 
area.
Sloped Farmland Conversion Programme: In the early 
2000s, in order to reduce soil erosion, farmers were 
encouraged to plant trees on fields with slopes >25º. 
350,000 ha were planted, including large areas of walnut 
and other cash crop trees. Farmers are paid an annual 
subsidy but are not allowed to harvest trees or change 
land use.
Collective forest in the NFPP area: Commercial forest 
within the NFPP area was allocated equally among 
households. However, during the NFPP implementation 
period, the programme’s regulations (including logging 
restrictions) continue to be enforced.
Collective forest in nature reserves: Some collective 
forests were even inside nature reserves. In some areas, 
nature reserve boundaries were adjusted to remove 
collective forests with little conservation valuefrom nature 
reserves, such as recent plantations, while in other areas 
state-owned forest was exchanged for collective forest in 
the nature reserves, or forests in core areas exchanged 
for forest in nature reserve buffer zones that are subject to 
fewer restrictions.

Villagers' representative meeting
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Harvest quota management: Logging in public benefit 
forest remains restricted to thinning and other regeneration 
measures. For commercial forest, each county drafted 
their own timber production plan, which expanded the 
quota available to farmers. In some areas, these quotas 
were auctioned, bringing significant additional income for 
farmers.

Supporting policies

As elsewhere in China, in addition to securing forest 
tenure rights, supporting policies were put in place to 
promote forest enterprises, strengthen forest sector 
services and ensure finance for forestry investment. 
Based on the particular circumstances in Yunnan, several 
innovative policies were issued.
Market access has always been a challenge for farmers 
in Yunnan’s mountain areas. Local government has 
promoted various forms of cooperative and large-scale 
forestry enterprises, with a focus on specialility and non-
timber forest products and eco-tourism. Government 
funds were made available to forestry cooperatives and 
enterprises to support their development. There are now 
more than 5000 forestry cooperatives, of which more than 
350 received funding support. These cooperatives have 
almost 200,000 members jointly managing about 667,000 
hectares. Of the province’s 15,000 forestry enterprises, 
508 have been designated as key enterprises, which 

provide services and market access for more than 3.5 
million farmers.

Innovative insurance and credit products in Yunnan

Insurance: Forest fires have been a major issue in Yunnan 
for decades. Since 2011, 21.7 million hectares of forest 
have been insured against forest fire. Government pays 
the premium for all public benefit forests and 85% of the 
premium for commercial forest. Insurance against wildlife 
damage has also been developed, and is now available 
throughout the province. 
Credit products: Collective forest tenure reform enabled 
farmers to use tenure rights certificates as collateral 
against loans. But many cash crop trees had been planted 
on arable land as part of the Sloping Farmland Conversion 
Programme and could not be used to secure loans.  
Nanjian County – where walnut and tea are both major 
crops – developed a solution by issuing ‘cash crop tree 
tenure certificates’ for trees planted on arable land, which 
could then be used as collateral against loans. 
Asset valuation is the basis of forest tenure rights 
transfers. Previously, state asset valuation agencies had 
no expertise in forests, while forest inventory agencies 
were not qualified in asset valuation, Yunnan province 
issued regulations requiring forest asset valuation reports 
to be produced by a partnership between inventory 
and valuation agencies and established a professional 
association to develop skills and guidelines in this area.
In 2011, a provincial forest tenure rights service centre 
was established. Its network links with local service 
centres throughout the province to facilitate forest tenure 

rights transfers, and trade in timber. On the first day of 
trade, tenure rights to 95 ha of forest in Shiping County 
were transferred by auction for a price 45% higher than 
the seller’s reserve price, indicating the importance of 
market information and market access for invigorating the 
forestry economy. 

Culturally valued forests

Yunnan is home to 25 different ethnic groups, many 
of which have cultural traditions of preserving sacred 
forests, scenic forests or forests protecting water 
sources. These forests were all designated as public 
benefit forest, and continue to be managed by village 
collectives, or other traditional institutions. Village leaders 
and traditional elders held public meetings to decide how 
public benefit forest compensation payments were to be 
used.

Democratic vote

Forest rights auction
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Outcomes and impacts

By 2011, tenure rights to 18 million hectares of collective 
forests had been clarified. Management of 92% of 
collective forests was devolved to individual households, 
and almost 9 million forest tenure right and forest share 
certificates were issued to 8.4 million households. In the 
process, 165,000 disputes were resolved. 
“Before, I had half a hectare of my own forest land, but it 
was mixed up with the collective forest. We didn’t know 
what to plant, so it lay idle for 12 years. After tenure 
reform, my family was given 1.2 hectares, and we got a 
tenure rights certificate, so now we are the real owners of 
the forest land.” 
As a result, farmers’ enthusiasm for afforestation 
increased, exceeding the area afforested by government 
agencies. Many farmers planted cash crop trees, such 
as walnut or chestnut, and grew non-timber crops, such 
as orchids and medicinal plants. Labour inputs to forestry 

activities increased significantly. Financial investment also 
increased, aided by the use of tenure rights certificates to 
access credit. By the end of 2014, 19 banks and financial 
institutions were offering forestry credit lines and had 
outstanding loans of 15 billion Yuan to 16,600 farmers 
and 800 enterprises. Most importantly, farmers’ average 
household income from forestry increased from a mere 
238 Yuan before the reforms to more than 2000 Yuan in 
2014.
Non-timber forest products have led the growth in 
economic benefits. There are now 4.3 million hectares 
of cash crop trees, with an annual output value of 60 
billion Yuan. The main products include orchids, nutmeg, 
fungi and mushrooms, sustaining the livelihoods of 
millions of farmers. In many areas, fungi and medicinal 
plants account for 30% - 70% of household income. Wild 
mushrooms, such as matsutake mushroom, are now 
Yunnan’s second largest agricultural export product. 
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