7. Ingredients for Success: Reversing Tropical Deforestation (Teacher Key)

· Prepared by Gerry Marten and Julie Marten (EcoTipping Points Project)

1. Shared community awareness and commitment. Strong democratic institutions and genuine community participation are prominent in EcoTipping Point stories. Of particular importance is a shared understanding of the problem and what to do about it, and shared ownership of the action that follows. Communities move forward with their own decisions, manpower, and financial resources. The people of Khao Din village worked together to retrace the history of what went wrong and why. They then formulated a strategy to improve the situation. Farmers had the courage to experiment with new agroforestry methods on their land because they were reassured by community commitment to what they were doing. Rebuilding a community forest, which required teamwork to replant and maintain it, had a broad base of participation. 

2. Outside stimulation and facilitation. Outsiders can be a source of fresh ideas. While action at the local level is essential, a success story typically begins when people or information from outside a community stimulate a shared awareness about a problem and introduce game-changing ideas for how to deal with it. In the early 1980s, members of the international aid organization Save the Children awakened Khao Din villagers’ awareness about the true source of their predicament, and encouraged them to devise their own solutions. The organization provided facilitation for community planning, backed up by technical assistance. In the late 1990s, the Thai government began supporting agroforestry and community managed forests as part of His Majesty’s "Sufficiency Economy" program.

3. Enduring commitment of local leadership. Trusted and persistent leaders inspire the deep-rooted and continuing community commitment and participation necessary for success. After Save the Children left Khao Din, village leader Ajaan Thanawm continued the organizational efforts held in by founding the “Association of Agriculture, the Environment and Development, Nakhon Sawan,” which has catalyzed the adoption of agroforestry in more than 40 other villages. A study of more successful and less successful adoption of agroforestry in those villages concluded that the more successful villages had a trustworthy and motivated leader who could inspire enthusiasm in others.

4. Co-adaption between social system and ecosystem. Social system and ecosystem fit together, functioning as a sustainable whole. Communities create a "social commons" to fit their "environmental commons." In Khao Din, social institutions developed that were appropriate for watershed management and restoration. The community developed a sense of ownership of the land, which—together with increased awareness of environmental problems—led to even better stewardship. Villages enforced rules governing the use of chemical fertilizers and pesticides. Soil quality and biodiversity were markedly improved. As the farmers turned from monocropping to agroforestry, their quality of life improved. The ecosystem provided a healthy and varied diet. Villages no longer have to buy food from outside their community. Outsiders were prevented from cutting trees in community protection forests or otherwise damaging them. As agroforestry and protection forest trees grew larger, carbon dioxide was removed from the atmosphere and the carbon sequestered in the wood of the trees.

5. "Letting nature do the work."  EcoTipping Points give nature the opportunity to marshal its self-organizing powers to set restoration in motion. Being in harmony with nature is one of the key ideals in Buddhism. The restored ecosystem resembles in many ways the structure of a natural forest and its ecosystem services. Ecological stability is improved; soil erosion and degradation are reversed; more water is available. The construction of fishponds and planting of a variety of fruits and vegetables enables nature to provide a bounty of good food, and natural methods (without the heavy use of chemicals) take advantage of natural fertilizers and pest control.

6. Rapid results.  Quick "payback" helps to mobilize community commitment. A single growing season showed the benefits of polyculture for family food. What started on 8 acres of demonstration plots spread quickly as the benefits became clear. Farmers earned less cash than they hoped to get with the export crops, but their costs for food and agricultural inputs were drastically reduced, and a wide range of forest products became available as well. The full benefits (economic, social, and environmental) of agroforestry and community forest can take 2 to 5 years to develop, but successful farmers then serve as models for others.

7. A powerful symbol. It is common for prominent features of EcoTipping Point stories to serve as inspirations for success, representing the restoration process in a way that consolidates community commitment and mobilizes community action. Leaders such as Ajaan Thanawm and the King of Thailand were important symbols in this story.  Reviving the ecosystem also fit the Buddhist ideal of a balance with nature.

8. Overcoming social obstacles. The larger socio-economic system can present numerous obstacles to success on a local scale. For example, people may have so many demands on their time, it is difficult to find the time for community enterprises, but villagers had to be willing to devote time to community meetings and community work. They followed the rules, and were able to prevent outsiders from appropriating resources (e.g., cutting trees and farming on the village’s land). The change in government policy was helpful, as it changed from encouraging cash-crop monoculture with high inputs of artificial chemicals to an emphasis on self-sufficiency. However, many of the people, especially young people, are not satisfied with low cash incomes.

9. Social and ecological diversity. Diversity provides more choices, and therefore more opportunities for good choices. The greatly improved diversity of farm and forest plant life meant that no cash was needed to buy fruits, vegetables, and other food. Farming system and livelihood diversification through integrated farming based on agroforestry, home processing of agricultural products and cottage industries, combined with communal forest management, empowered villagers to recapture control of their lives through community-based sustainable resource management. With the diversification of livelihoods and less need for urban migration, the village population has a more balanced representation of all age groups and fewer social problems associated with neglected children or dissatisfied youths.

10. Social and ecological memory. Learning from the past adds to the diversity of choices, including choices that proved sustainable by withstanding the “test of time.” Nature contains an evolutionary “memory” of its ecological design for sustainability. The villagers remembered not only what the landscape looked like before, but also remembered their traditional technical know-how, such as integrating fish ponds and trees onto their farms, forest products gathering, and cottage industries. They spoke of agroforestry as “going back to their roots.”  Mimicking a forest took advantage of nature’s built-in memory.

11. Building resilience. "Resilience" is the ability to continue functioning in the face of sometimes severe external disturbances. The key is adaptability. More diverse agriculture, and watershed restoration, led to more resilience to weather and market fluctuations. Decreasing production expenses and debt led to more resilient family finances and less need for drastic measures such as overexploitation of forest products or migration to cities for work. There was also a fundamental change in people’s thinking, toward working together as a community and away from unchecked materialism. The restored social support system provided further resilience.

