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Abstract Forests and the associated biological resources have historically played a 
crucial role in ensuring environmental conservation and sustaining livelihood espe-
cially for the forest dependent rural and Indigenous communities across the globe. 
Notwithstanding the growing recognition of non-wood forest products (NWFPs) 
in supporting local livelihood and contributing to environmental conservation, the 
legal and policy dimensions of NWFPs have received relatively less attention from 
both the academic and practicing quarters. In this backdrop, this article provides 
a critical overview of selected aspects and issues of NWFPs with special relations 
to the implications for community livelihood and conservation. After setting the 
scene in the introductory section, the second section summarizes the context and 
current status of the relevant key legal and policy instruments that globally impli-
cate NWFPs and their propagation and utilization. The third section then identifies 
the important desired features (notably, financial incentives and exemption of taxes 
to promote NWFPs; secure tenural arrangements) of a ‘supportive policy’ that can 
facilitate community development and their sustainable livelihood based on NWFPs 
and related activities. In conclusion, the major challenges and problems are briefly 
recapitulated. Based on the overall observations and analyses, several recommen-
dations are also made including the following: creating enabling conditions for the 
conservation and sustainable management of NWFPs; promoting wider stakeholder 
participation and ‘co-creation’ mechanism in the formulation and execution of the 
relevant policies; supporting a stable institutional framework (at the country level) 
with adequate technical and financial capacity; ensuring cross sectoral interaction 
and coordination; exploring indigenous knowledge and local practices. 
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1.1 Introduction 

Historically forests and their diverse biological resources continue to play crucial 
roles in ensuring the conservation and sustenance of livelihoods around the world. 
Of particular importance are the forest dependent rural and Indigenous communities 
(Charles 2021; Ghanbari et al. 2020). Thirty one percent of the global land areas have 
forest cover which stands at about 4.06 billion hectares (FAO 2020). Based on the 
climatic domain, the global forest is divided into four types (Fig. 1.1). These forests 
provide major resources such as timber, fuelwood and non-wood products whereby 
meeting the local, regional and national demand for ages (FAO 2014). However, 
the increase of demand has resulted in over extraction, illicit felling, shrinkage and 
conversion with overall deterioration of this major ecosystem and its services globally 
(CIFOR 2000; Curtis et al. 2018; Chinedu and Mbee 2013). The growing stock of 
the forests reduced from 560 million hectares to 557 million hectares between 1990 
and 2020 (FAO 2020). Deterioration of forest occurs in various forms particularly 
in open forest formations with the active involvement of people. Profits and means 
of subsistence were the basic reasons behind such deterioration of forest resources 
(Conteras-Hermosilla 2000). Various efforts and interventions have been developed, 
applied and extended to curb the destruction of forests biological resources and to 
sustain the livelihood of the communities dependent on its vital resources. 

Globally 1.15 billion hectares of forest are primarily managed for the production 
of wood and non-wood forest products. In addition to that, 749 million hectares 
are designated as multiple use of forest (FAO 2020). According to 2015 statistics, 
the value of NWFPs globally stands for 7.71 billion USD. Global Forrest Experts 
Panel also recognized the contribution of forests to food security and nutrition 
(FAO 2014). Edible fruits and plants are the major shareholder of NWFPs market 
(Fig. 1.2) followed by ornamental plants (22%), wild meat (9%), other plants (8%) 
and honey bees (7%) although they vary greatly from continent to continent. In this 
context, there has been growing recognition of non-wood forest products (NWFPs) in 
sustaining local livelihood and contribution to environmental conservation (Melese 
2016; Pandey et al. 2016; IUCN  2008). Extraction of NWFPs can have used as an 
incentive for forest conservation as observed in many studies (Chou 2018). Non-wood

Fig. 1.1 Global forest area 
by climatic domain 2020 
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Fig. 1.2 Global NWFP categories based on reported economic value (FAO 2020) 

forest products hereinafter called NWFPs are synonymous with non-timber forest 
products (NTFPs) they both include most of the resources derived from trees and or 
forest other than timber. However, in defining the terms NWFPs and NTFPs, FAO 
termed NWFPs as “All products consist of biological origin other than wood, derived 
from forests, other wooded land and trees outside forests which generally include 
all woody raw materials while NTFPs in contrast, generally include fuelwoods and 
small woods” (FAO 1999).

1.2 Policy and Legal Attributes of Conservation 
and Sustainable Development 

The diversified value of NWFPs delivered by forest landscape is crucial for rural 
livelihood and its economy (Stryamets 2016). Sustainable conservation and liveli-
hood of the local communities are now mutually inclusive and interdependent thus 
need effective policy and legal support to harness the best possible outcomes (Charles 
2021; Rashid et al. 2013). However, this sector is infrequently supported by the forest 
policy and management interventions. Keeping these attributes in mind, each indi-
vidual country develops various institutional, legal and policy tools in line with 
their national development goals to address multiple objectives such as produc-
tive functions, protective functions, socio-economic functions and legal, policy and 
institutional functions (Ghosh and Sinha 2016). 

Sustainable forest management principles are being adopted by many countries 
in their forest related policies and laws. Promoting sustainable and multipurpose 
use of forest and trees are now at the center stage of their planning and imple-
mentation approaches (FAO 2020). Development of forest and biodiversity related
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institutional policy and strategic documents are the outcomes of such national devel-
opment visions that enable active and effective stakeholder participation (Mcdermott 
et al. 2007). Sustainable conservation of biological resources and their commercial 
utilization widely depends on the effective formulation and implementation of legal 
and policy instruments (Mukul et al. 2014). 

Country specific institutional and legal policies are being developed with a view 
to ensuring sustainable management of the forest and other biological resources such 
as NWFPs. Forest policy, forestry sector master plan, national conservation strategy, 
national biodiversity strategy and action plan, forest and wildlife acts, protected areas 
rules are some of the commonly developed policy instruments formulated based on 
the notions of the international conventions, treaties and protocols (both legally and 
non-legally binding principles). Commercialization of NWFPs has been widely been 
promoted by scientists, practitioners, and development partners and most importantly 
by the individual governments as a means of livelihood improvement (Yildrim and 
Kose 2013; Belcher et al. 2005). However, local ecological, economic, cultural and 
political contexts must be taken into consideration while devising such initiatives 
and implementing any policy related to NWFPs (CBD 2001). 

International conventions, treaties, protocols (ICTPs) and related attributes have 
active and passive influence in determining, prioritizing and endorsing legal and 
policy mechanisms related to forest management of an individual country (Rashid 
et al. 2013). This section attempts to synthesize some of the significant institutional 
and legal instruments that have substantial implications in generating knowledge 
and practices of NWFPs under the purview of the national forest, environment and 
biodiversity policies, plans and programs. Intensification of the NWFPs sector and 
related activities has direct connectivity with the conservation of biological resources. 
Consequently this sector is getting growing attention and recognition both nationally 
and globally. 

1.3 Key Legal and Policy Instruments Related to NWFPs 

Non-wood forest products (NWFPs) are diverse in nature and have significant 
economic and social impacts although production, trade and consumption related 
databases are scanty (FAO 2020). The governance of NWFPs is an integral part of 
sustainable forest management. Collation and standardization of data from various 
sources are also some potential limiting factors. Effective legal and institutional 
policies may contribute significantly i.e. conservation, poverty alleviation, economic 
development through sustainable management as revealed in many studies (Martinez 
de et. al. 2021; FAO  2020; Weiss et al. 2020). 

The Stockholm Declaration-1972 widely dubbed as UNCHE is known to be the 
first global institutional effort that reiterated the need for common principles to act on 
preservation and enhancement of the human environment. Among the 26 principles, 
principle 11 and 12 specifically pointed out the importance of policy implication and 
resource conservation. With that global commitment, biodiversity conservation and
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community development issues developed further momentum. After the UNCHE 
Conference, Rio Summit 1992 has manifested three interrelated conventions (CBD, 
UNFCCC and UNCCD) with a view to ensure sustainable development goals of the 
Agenda 21. 

The Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), is believed to be the most compre-
hensive legally binding convention that encompassed all ecosystem, species and 
genetic resources. It has direct relevance to the knowledge generation, conservation 
and livelihood issues related to NWFPs (Rashid et al. 2014). The convention signi-
fies the importance of formulating policies and their practices taking into account 
local ecological, economic, cultural and political contexts. Conservation, sustainable 
use and growth of NWFPs sector largely depends on multidimensional attributes that 
make it challenging on one side while on the other side it has created potential avenues 
for the development of the sector that has been reflected through many important arti-
cles of the Convention (CBD 2001). To ensure the international exchange of plant and 
animal genetic resources, conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity, a compre-
hensive framework is being developed under this convention which may have a direct 
impact on NWFPs. Developing sustainable management and conservation policies 
for NWFPs may incur direct and indirect impetus from CBD. 

Knowledge management particularly local and indigenous knowledge in respect 
to NWFPs is another important dimension attracting growing importance for many 
reasons such as sustaining livelihood, ensuring conservation and management and 
creating value addition to nature based products. Article 8(j) specifically mentioned 
indigenous knowledge, innovations and practices whereby contracting parties/state 
will respect and maintain these virtues rooted in the traditional lifestyle relevant 
for the conservation and sustainable use of the biological resources. Further imple-
mentation involves access to genetic resources and their fair and equitable sharing of 
benefits from their utilization manifested as one of the three major objectives of CBD. 
In response to the statement, a legally binding protocol called Nagoya Protocol was 
adopted in 2010 applicable for both user and provider countries. Legal, administra-
tive and policy measures were given utmost importance to derive benefit from genetic 
resources while valuing customary law, community protocols and procedures. With 
the development of this protocol, CBD paved the route of conserving and utilizing 
NWFPs that have a potential role in sustaining community livelihoods. 

Another crucial convention developed under the platform of the Rio convention 
named United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) have 
urged towards taking policies and measures to protect the climatic system under a 
common but differentiated responsibilities by the parties in line with the national 
and regional development priorities, objectives and circumstances. Environmental, 
social and economic impacts of climate change and the importance of protecting 
fragile ecosystems, where NWFPs constitutes a significant portion, are the salient 
preambles of the Convention (UNFCCC 1992). 

The third convention developed during the Earth Summit titled United Nations 
Conventions to Combat Desertification widely dubbed as UNCCD has given partic-
ular emphasis to drought prone African countries. NWFPs adhere to sustainable
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economic growth, social development and poverty eradication in this region. UNCCD 
is a convention aware of land degradation, desertification and drought affect to natural 
resources, food security through coordinated efforts of the international commu-
nity, national government and local organizations and play a vital role in synchro-
nizing with other relevant international agreements like CBD, UNFCCC (Turpie 
et al. 2021; UNCCD 1994). 

The International Treaty on Plant Genetic Resources for Food and Agriculture is 
known as Plant Treaty approved by the FAO member countries in 2001 intending to 
establishing international standards for the conservation and exchange of the plant 
genetic materials. This Treaty is a global initiative among the member countries to 
address the issues related to plant genetic resources for food and agriculture including 
issues ignored or unnoticed by the CBD (Baranski 2021). This treaty overcomes 
the long standing disagreement between different countries, institutions and interest 
groups hence opening up a promising window for the stakeholders to conserve, 
manage and utilize NWFPs on a sustainable basis (Marci 2001). 

In the backdrop of massive degradation and deterioration of biological resources 
particularly forest resources, the importance of conservation received extra signifi-
cance during a meeting of the IUCN members that led to the emergence of a new 
convention named Convention on International Trade in Endangered Species of Wild 
Flora and Fauna (CITES). It is an international agreement between governments. The 
basic aim of the CITES convention is to protect the species in a manner that will not 
lead to extinction due to commercial trading. Commercial wildlife trade (whole or 
parts of the animal) has an extensive global market and the over extraction and utiliza-
tion resulted in the extinction of many species while numerous became threatened 
and endangered (Wijnstekers 2018) Wild plant and plant parts having commercial, 
spiritual and other values have also suffered the same. This reiterated the need for a 
strong legally binding instrument to halt this fast decline while ensuring commercial 
utilization of the resources on a sustainable basis. In 1985, with resolution Conf. 
5.14, the Conference of Parties recognized the need for greater efforts to enhance 
the enforcement initiatives having regards to plants listed in the Convention and to 
bring non-member countries under Convention engaged in trading species listed in 
CITES Appendices (Wijnstekers 2018). 

Member countries may receive legal and policy direction under the purview of 
the convention in regards to commercial harvesting, sustainable conservation and 
management of NWFPs, where law enforcement agencies, scientists, practitioners 
and managers have crucial roles to play. To date, about 38,700 animal and plants 
species have been listed in the CITES appendices thus the effective implication of 
the Convention may pose long lasting impact on the conservation of the endangered 
and threatened species used as NWFPs (CITES 2021). 

Ecosystem plays critical roles in poverty reduction, combating climate change and 
preventing mass extinction of the biological resources. Considering these features, 
the global community urged the need for putting visible efforts in restoring fragile 
ecosystem. Keeping in mind the growing deterioration and considering the status of
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the community, the United Nations has declared UN Decade on Ecosystem Restora-
tion (2012–2030) which is a clear mark of the commitment of the global community 
to prevent, halt and reverse the declining ecosystem globally. 

The Agenda 2030 adopted by the United Nations in 2015 established 17 develop-
ment goals as its core elements of development known as Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs). Sustainable forest management is being recognized as an avenue 
for development manifested in goal 15 called Life on land that has ample scope 
to contribute in achieving other goals provided an effective trade-off mechanism is 
available (Baumgartner 2019; Swamy et al. 2017). NWFPs are a central element of 
sustainable forest management and development. Tropical forest and their multiple 
resources can be used to address the social, cultural and economic dimensions where 
NWFPs are invaluable (Martinez 2021). Restoring fragile ecosystems, halting biodi-
versity loss and reversing the degradation process may get substantial impetus from 
the introduction, conservation and management of NWFPs engaging local commu-
nities as experienced in many studies (Martinez de et al. 2021; Jong et. al. 2018). 
NWFPs can also be used to address three major dimensions related to sustainable 
development whereby they can play a substantial role in addressing crosscutting 
goals in addition to SDG 15 Life on land (Table 1.1). 

Ensuring access to genetic resources and their fair and equitable sharing of bene-
fits from the utilization of these resources has been determined as one of the three 
major objectives of CBD. With the development of the Nagoya Protocol, CBD paved 
the route of conserving and utilizing NWFPs by scoping the rights of Indigenous 
and local people which is a fairly new development (Borrini-Feyerabend et al. 2004). 
Based on the subsequent progress with regards to human rights, the ILO Convention 
169 recognized the definition of the Indigenous people and their rights on social, 
cultural and spiritual values and practices. UN Declaration on the Rights of Indige-
nous People adopted in 2007 added further significance regarding community rights.

Table 1.1 Contribution of NWFPs in achieving various SDGs 

Various dimensions of SDG Potential contribution/roles of NWFPs Cross cutting SDGs 

Social and cultural dimension 1. NWFPs are part of cultural heritage 
2. NWFPs contribute to health and 
well-being 
3. NWFPs sustain household economies 
4. NWFPs contribute to social integrating 
gender balance and equality 

1, 2, 3, 5 and 10 

Environmental dimension 1. NWFPs contribute to sustainable land 
management 
2. NWFPs are instrumental in maintaining 
high biodiversity value agro-ecosystem 
and other priority habitats 

12, 13 and 15 

Economic dimension 1. NWFPs are the potential source of 
industrial raw material 
2. NWFPs as an avenue of trade 

8, 9 and 12
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In attaining this, sustainable management and conservation of NWFPs may have 
commendable roles to play provided effective policy support is in place.

1.4 Features of Supportive Policy Related NWFPs 

Community development and their sustainable livelihood based on NWFPs and 
related activities require policy and institutional support. One such provision is finan-
cial cooperation in the desired form. Financial incentives and exemption of taxes to 
promote NWFPs may also help achieve multiple goals and objectives of forestry 
at large and local communities specifically. Small and medium scale forest based 
industries may flourish at local level that will also have national impact on many 
dimensions. However, shifting the paradigm from open access regime to more secure 
and organized form of tenurial arrangements prescribed were effective in harnessing 
better outcomes as experienced in Nordic countries (Saastamoinen 1999). 

The threats and challenges to NWFPs not only generated due to modification of the 
physical climate resulting in the loss of wild genetic resource base and yields but also 
due to the influence of social and economic situation and volatile market behavior. 
NWFPs and associated practices should be given extra priorities in national forestry 
policies and programs considering their crucial roles such as generating substantial 
income, food and medicines for the community along with recreational values to 
many users and pickers, as NWFPs and their related issues were often found obscure 
and ignored in the forestry and other polices. 

1.5 Way Forward and Conclusion 

The problems and prospects of NWFPs vary remarkably by country in general and 
more among regions hence policies and programs should be formulated and tailored 
considering the local context and needs. These variations can be experienced in 
terms of resource availability and the sustainability of their use, traditional user 
pattern, commercial status and potentials. NWFPs as a means of biological conserva-
tion and sustainable livelihood demands many interventions, congenial environment 
and policy support. In this regard, the following policy features need to be consid-
ered globally, regionally and nationally depending on the respective context of the 
individual stakeholder (Weiss et al. 2020; Robalino et al. 2015; Saastamoinen 1999): 

a. Traditional knowledge, practices, usufruct and ownership rights management 
and utilization are long practiced traditions. These attributes need to be carefully 
examined while devising any policy or making any changes. 

b. The structure, growth and dynamics of the NWFPs based markets demands extra 
contemplation. Despite having significant gaps, the market study is essential,
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firstly to assume the extent of policy interventions needed, secondly for all 
extension and development purposes. 

c. Revival of NWFPs as a consequence of various social trends are creating 
growing demands for the nature based products, traditional skill and harvesting 
methods, healthy and sustainable lifestyle, livelihood options. All of these could 
be a substantial departure from conventional forestry practices provided new and 
supportive policy interventions are made available. 

d. Prevailing structure of economic incentives and disincentives also demands 
careful investigations with a view to harmonize the process as per global 
standards taking lessons and best practice of individual countries. 

e. Research and development (R&D) are integral parts of any policy development 
and is also applicable for NWFPs sector. R&D helps to identify lesser known 
species and products whereby value addition and sustainable management 
aspects can be addressed. 

f. Development of product and its marketing needs adequate support through a 
supportive policy. State or institutional support in this regard is imperative and 
will assist in promoting heterogeneous NWFPs. 

g. However, specific policy for the NWFPs sector cohesive with forestry and other 
polices may have enhanced potential to contribute economically, socially and 
ecologically. 

Creating enabling conditions for the conservation and sustainable management 
of NWFPs is the need of the times. In the milieu of vanishing trends of biolog-
ical resources, particularly forest resources including NWFPs, effective stakeholder 
participation, co-creation mechanism in the formulation and execution of the relevant 
policies are imperative. A stable institutional framework with sufficient technical, 
financial capacity supported by coherent policy can help achieve desired goals in 
the NWFPs sector (Weiss 2020). In addition, cross sectoral interactions, indigenous 
knowledge, practices based on locally generated ideas may add significantly to ensure 
sustainable conservation, management while addressing community livelihoods. 
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