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INTRODUCTION
Farming is the basis for most developing country economies, and for the livelihoods 
of most of the poor in the developing world. Overcoming hunger and poverty are only 
possible if the small farm becomes a more productive and profitable business. 
The Alternatives to Slash-and-Burn Programme (ASB), a system-wide initiative of the 
Consultative Group on International Agricultural Research (CGIAR), is looking at 
what this means for the rural poor living on the border between forest and 
agricultural land in the humid tropics. 
ASB has found that public-private partnerships have a special role to play in 
sustainable, equitable development in the humid tropics, where planting tree crops can 
offer a balance between environmental needs – notably biodiversity conservation and 
carbon storage – and the income-earning needs of smallholders. Indeed, trees and tree 
crops offer enormous and varied opportunities to move from basic subsistence to 
smallholder farming enterprise.
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Conclusion

Farming as the basis for economies and livelihoods of poor in 
developing world. Poverty reduction is only possible if small 
farm becomes a more profitable and productive business.

When the farmer is seen as someone actively seeking to improve their livelihood 
security and advance their personal economy, it becomes clear that their interests can 
conflict with the supply of global environmental goods. 

OUTLINE
This presentation looks at the promise and pitfalls of partnerships in striking an 
equitable balance between the legitimate interests of development and equally 
legitimate global concerns over the environmental consequences of tropical 
deforestation. 

Deforestation continues because converting forests to other uses is almost 
always profitable to the individual. For smallholders, small amounts of forest 
are cleared to raise crops and livestock. Large-scale farmers and plantation 
owners may convert large areas of forest into big money. Lost biodiversity, 
global warming, smoke pollution and the degradation of water resources often 
accompany such choices. 

What is the role that partnerships can play in achieving results for both people 
and nature?
We will explore whether the relationship between smallholders, private and public 
actors can and should change over time, including by examining the range of 
functions these partners can play. In this presentation, I set out some of the 
differences between the interests of small and larger private sector actors, especially 
as this relates to achieving public objectives. In this context, we will touch on the 
special case of the farmer as entrepreneur, especially the paradox that the private gains 
of the smallholder meet public goals of poverty reduction and as such are a unique 
form of private-public interest merging. 
Finally, I will draw some lessons for a boundary organization like ASB in 
facilitating constructive partnerships which help reduce poverty and conserve 
biodiversity. I will do this by drawing on ASB’s work in the Peruvian Amazon.
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Smallholders as Private EnterpriseSmallholders as Private Enterprise

Public-Private Partnerships
Definition: public interest, 
private interest
Expand notion of what is 
“private”

Partnerships between 
smallholders and private sector, 
and how to address public 
objectives

Role of public sector institutions 
• help define roles as they change 

over time
• make links to other sectors
• negotiate tradeoffs between private 

and public interests

By accepting that smallholders are indeed private farming enterprises with a view to 
profit, ASB can develop a fresh perspective on the potential of ‘private-private’ 
partnerships, as well as the need for ongoing relations with the public sector.

To balance the objectives of forest conservation and poverty reduction, ASB has 
found that partnerships which help maximize the interests of different 
stakeholders provide substantial opportunities. 

These include relationships between farmers and larger private sector, as well as 
farmers and public sector. Success of these partnerships depends heavily on measures 
to cut costs, add value and spread risk. 

Cost cutting can be achieved by adopting new technology that increases 
productivity and/or saves labour; value is added mainly through better 
management, primary processing and the utilization of by-products; and the 
main strategy for spreading risk is to diversify into other commodities or 
services besides the main tree crop. Diversification meshes neatly with one of 
the environmental objectives of joint ventures in tree crops: to promote 
biodiversity.
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Why do Smallholders Team up with Big Business?Why do Smallholders Team up with Big Business?

Better opportunities for both 
partners

Cut costs, add value, spread risk
For smallholders…

Access to a wider, more secure market
Help identify and respond to consumer 
pressure e.g. certification
Add value through processing
Access to new techniques and 
equipment (scale up) 

For big business…
Sourcing of raw materials, often at very 
good price
Benefit from the association for 
marketing purposes (i.e. fair trade)

FOR SMALLHOLDERS

In terms of economic benefits, the private sector can offer access to a wider or more secure 
market, allowing smallholders to overcome the limited access or uncertain conditions they 
typically face. Often it will open access to an international or national market that would have 
been illusory for the smallholder because of the condition of infrastructure and scale of their 
enterprise. Related to the market, larger companies can also help smallholders identify and 
respond to explicit pressures exerted by consumers. For example, the certification of 
‘sustainably-produced’ timber is becoming a central feature of partnerships to domesticate and 
grow timber species on farmers’ fields. Likewise, the fair-trade labels that are gaining an 
increasing share of the coffee market are useful in ensuring that farmers’ livelihoods really do 
benefit. Smallholders can also draw on the resources of larger private partners to add value to 
their product through processing, enabling them to move up the commodity chain. Often, 
large-scale production for a national or international market requires different techniques and 
equipment to that for local needs. Farmers may need outside help to adapt their practices to 
meet these needs. A partnership with larger companies can help smallholders ‘scale up’ their 
production.

FOR BIG BUSINESS

The motivation for larger companies to engage with farmers can be attributed to two main 
points. First, this relationship helps with sourcing raw materia ls for their processing, often at 
an advantageous price as labour costs are typically low. Secondly, the partnership can be 
useful from a marketing perspective. There is an international perception that – if done 
equitably – such a partnership is ‘fair trade’. This can improve the company’s standing with its 
shareholders, as well as provide the basis for niche marketing.
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PrivatePrivate--Private Partnerships and the Public InterestPrivate Partnerships and the Public Interest

Can serve public objectives
Biodiversity: degraded areas, 
domesticate species that would 
suffer genetic erosion or 
extinction from wild harvesting
Knowledge: advancement, 
complementary
Development: special paradox 
of smallholder as private/public 
interest (farmers achieving 
prosperity = poverty reduction)

In addition to private gains, such relationships can serve the public interest -
specifically, through contributions to biodiversity, knowledge advancement, and 
development. 

BENEFITS
Environmental benefits can be maximised by planting trees on land that is already 
degraded or has lost its natural forest cover. Also, some partnerships make a valuable 
contribution to biodiversity by domesticating and cultivating on farmers’ fields 
species that would suffer genetic erosion or even extinction if harvesting were to 
continue in the wild. 
In terms of knowledge advancement, private companies may promote research on 
issues of public interest, for example identifying profitable trees for smallholders. The 
knowledge that is generated by private sector in their research and development 
activities often rounds out research being undertaken by public sector agencies like 
ICRAF. This expanded and complementary knowledge base can be used across the 
region to help farmers improve the returns on their investments.
On the third point of development interests, it is worth mentioning the special paradox 
of smallholder private interest. If by “private” one means that actors are interested in 
achieving private goals, then these entrepreneurs are indeed private sector. However, 
there is scope to explode this definition where the private interests of rural people 
coincide with public interest. In the case of smallholders, there is overlap between 
these two spheres in that as they achieve their private goals, the farmers are also 
improving rural prosperity. This helps achieve the national deve lopment objective of 
poverty reduction.
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PrivatePrivate--Private Partnerships and the Public InterestPrivate Partnerships and the Public Interest

But also limitations
stemming from private 
nature of partnership

Biodiversity: perceive role 
and value differently
Knowledge: ‘nature’ of 
information (public vs. 
proprietary)
Development: 
competition, unintended 
negative effects of ‘success’ 
(population)

LIMITATIONS
However, on each of these three points there are limitations which stem from the private nature of the 
partnership. 
On environmental objectives, farmers and the company may perceive the role and value of biodiversity 
differently. Companies will tend to favour a monoculture of their preferred species, because this makes 
for a more uniform product, easier harvesting and higher profits. However, farmers may be better-
advised to spread their risks, for example by including fruit-trees or food crops in a rubber agroforestry 
system or by growing a mixture of timber species and coffee or banana. To some extent the different 
needs of the two sides can be accommodated. For example, it is often possible to ensure continuing food 
security for the farmer while the tree crop is still young by growing food crops between the tree rows, a 
practice that must stop only when the canopy closes as the trees reach maturity. 
With respect to knowledge generated through private sector research and development, the ‘nature’ of 
the information generated comes into question. Public sector entities tend to view the research they 
conduct as public, and indeed are often required to view it as such due to public funding. In contrast, the 
private sector may view this knowledge as proprietary, especially if it provides an edge for companies 
when competing for market share, e.g. the results of biotechnology research. 
On the issue of competition, partnerships between smallholders and a large company may hold very 
different opinions. How these are manifested can have an impact on the farmer’s ability to benefit from 
the partnership and improve his livelihood. From the farmer’s point of view, free entry into the market 
by competing buyers is advantageous, because it keeps prices buoyant. For private companies, the 
opposite is the case: absence of competition and barriers to entry by potential competitors are hallmarks 
of some of the most attractive opportunities for them and commonly feature in their business plans. 
Thus, policy analysis and marketing research to ensure that the private sector cannot exploit market 
weaknesses at the expense of smallholders deserve at least as much attention as public -sector research 
organizations typically devote to the development and dissemination of appropriate technologies. 
Also in terms of achieving development and environment objectives, increased productivity at the 
forest margins can have unintended negative effects. Intensification of land use through technological 
change has great potential to increase the productivity and sustainability of existing forest-derived 
systems, thereby raising incomes. By the same token, however, these higher incomes attract more 
landless people to the agricultural frontier in search of a better living, potentially leading to further 
environmental degradation as well as increased rural poverty as the expanding population competes over 
the same limited resources and market.
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Realizing the Potential for Public/Private GainsRealizing the Potential for Public/Private Gains

Private-private partnerships of this nature are dynamic over 
time

Changing roles at inception, growth, climax
Engage partners from other sectors (science, policy)

Approaches, institutions, policies for profitability AND equitable 
sharing of benefits and risks

Negotiate the public-private balance openly, and with other 
stakeholders

These mixed results on achieving public objectives raises the question: 

How can such partnerships be structured to meet both private goals (e.g. profit 
maximization, intellectual property protection, expanding markets) and public 
goods (e.g. environmental protection, technology transfer, protection of 
smallholders’ development interests)? 

The coincidence (and conflict) between public and private interest is likely to change 
over time, especially given the different scales of ‘private interest’ encountered in a 
relationship between the private sector and smallholders. 

As such, both the roles of the partners, and results of the partnership, should be 
dynamic – assuming different forms at the inception, growth and climax of this 
relationship.

There is clear potential for an outside ‘boundary organization’ to help negotiate the 
balance over time, and engage partners from other sectors such as science and policy 
who can bring new approaches, institutions, policies for profitability and equitable 
sharing of benefits and risks.
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What is a “Boundary Organization”?What is a “Boundary Organization”?

Characteristics
Forum for co-production from 
actors across the boundary
Clear lines for distinguishing the 
social arenas
Personnel assigned to managing 
boundary activities

Emphasis is beyond science-policy to 
more arenas: public sector, private 
sector, civil society…

Boundary management activities aid 
in: communication, translation, 
mediation

Private Sector 
Managers and 

Investors

Politicians and 
Policy Decision 

Makers 

Scientists and 
Researchers

Boundary 
Organization: 

ASB

Civil Society 
Capacity 

Architects

This kind of role has been characterized as that of a “boundary organization.” 

A boundary organization, as defined by David Guston, is an institution that 
“straddle[s] the shifting divide between politics and science” and performs boundary 
work that bridges the chasm formed by “different norms and expectations in the two 
communities regarding such crucial concepts as what constitutes reliable evidence, 
convincing argument, procedural fairness, and appropriate characterization of 
uncertainty.” 

In fact, the role identified here goes beyond the given definition of boundary 
organization which emphasises the boundary between science and public policy. 
ASB would bridge the gaps between the spheres of science, politics and policy, 
private business, and civil society – communicating, translating and mediating 
between these interests to achieve the best results for sustainable development.
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ASB as a Boundary OrganizationASB as a Boundary Organization

ASB (Alternatives to Slash-and-Burn Programme), CGIAR systemwide programme
Forest conservation and poverty alleviation at the forest margins in the humid 
tropics

Benchmark sites in Peru, Brazil, Cameroon, Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines
Develop innovations that resolve conflicts between actors pursuing public and 
private goals (scientists, smallholders, companies, NGOs…)
Bring forward examples of development which can deliver attractive balance 
‘middle path’

ASB is concerned with forest conservation and poverty alleviation at the forest 
margins in the humid tropics.

The objective of ASB is to develop and test innovations that resolve conflicts between 
actors pursuing public and private goals (scientists, smallholders, companies, 
NGOs…). 

ASB works with a consortium of researchers at benchmark sites in Peru, Brazil, 
Cameroon, Thailand, Indonesia, Philippines. 

Based on work at these sites, ASB brings forward examples of development which 
can deliver attractive balance ‘middle path’, providing this as an example to 
practitioners, policy makers, farmers and other decision shapers for the forest margins.

In this concluding section, we will touch upon some of the ways in which ASB can 
serve as a boundary organization in the specific case of private-private partnerships.
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Case: PeruCase: Peru

Ucayali Valley of 
Peruvian Amazon
Innovative 
partnership between 
local farmers’ 
organizations and a 
private company
Production, 
processing and 
marketing of native 
timber species

CASE STUDY

In the Ucayali Valley of the Peruvian Amazon, an innovative partnership is 
developing between local farmers’ organizations and a private company in the 
production, processing and marketing of the native timber species ‘bolaina blanca’ 
(Guazuma crinita) and ‘capirona’ (Calycophyllum spruceanum). 

Central features of the partnership are the cultivation of trees on degraded land and the 
eco-certification of the resulting timber, making it eligible for export and appealing to 
consumers in the developed world. 

If the plan is realized, the partnership will increase incomes and contribute to growth 
in a region that offers few alternatives to resource-poor farmers other than the illicit 
cultivation of coca. 
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Case: PeruCase: Peru

Identify market niche
Research into profitable 
tree species for 
smallholders

Research
cut costs
increase productivity

RESEARCH
Boundary organizations can play a strong technical support role in the gestation period 
of a private-private partnership, consisting of public-sector research. 
A research institute or group of institutes conducts participatory research with local farmers’ 
associations and other non-government organizations (NGOs), forming an expanding circle 
of partners with interests and perspectives that sometimes conflict and sometimes overlap. 
ASB can facilitate technological research to identify the most cost-effective and 
environmentally sound practices and marketing research to assess the demand for new 
products. The research focus gradually shifts from a narrow preoccupation with technical 
solutions to a broader interest in the institutional and policy factors that also influence 
development. At some point, members of the coalition, usually researchers, identify a new 
market opportunity that could offer local producers a route out of poverty while benefiting 
the environment. 
Having conducted the necessary basic research to secure the opportunity – for example, by 
collecting and evaluating germplasm – the coalition reaches out to a private-sector company 
to help capitalise on it. 
Further research could include finding ways of increasing productivity and lowering costs, 
enabling the enterprise to stay ahead of competitors.
In Peru, the partnership has drawn on the participatory research conducted by a consortium 
of organizations participating in ASB. Researchers worked with farmers to collect and 
evaluate the genetic diversity of the two species, which were cultivated on farmers’ fields 
for the first time in the late 1990s. The business plan put forward by the partnership offers an 
attractive combination of economic and environmental benefits that has won international 
recognition.
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Case: PeruCase: Peru

Empower weaker 
stakeholders

Support capacity building 
for farmers’ associations 
such as marketing and 
seed producer groups
AMUCAU, Prosema

Help negotiate 
partnership with 
business

GEA Forestal

NEGOTIATION SUPPORT
There is an imbalance between the ‘relative power’ of smallholders and private companies. 
Boundary organizations like ASB can encourage mechanisms to leve l the playing field and 
help define the rules of engagement. 
One way is by supporting marketing groups and local farmers’ associations. Farmers will 
always be unequal partners in the relationship with a larger private company if they act 
merely as individuals, competing with one another. Helping build the administrative and 
management capacity of smallholders in such ventures can be help ful in the development of 
an equitable relationship. 
The boundary organization can also support effective formal and informal communication 
between the partners, both between the leaders of the private company and farmers’ 
associations, as well as more broadly among ‘rank-and-file’ members. The trust that is built 
up through regular communication can increase the likelihood that each partner’s objectives 
are clearly understood and respected. 
In Peru, AMUCAU and PROSEMA are two examples of farmer organizations supported by 
ASB. AMUCAU is an organization of rural women looking at ways of expanding their 
marketing opportunities. PROSEMA is a seed producers’ association, made up of rural 
farmers.
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Case: PeruCase: Peru

Working with 
Policymakers

Land tenure: eco-
certification requires 
that smallholders have 
official title to their 
land
Incentives for private 
provision of public 
goods

WORKING WITH POLICY MAKERS
A critical role that can be played by a boundary organization is to engage with policy, in 
that changes in the policy environment may be vital if farmers are to realize the potential 
benefits of the partnership. Often, these changes will revolve around the issue of land 
tenure. For example, eco-certification of the timber produced by smallholders in the 
Peruvian project requires that these smallholders possess official title to their land. 
Obtaining this title has been one of the unexpected positive spin-offs from the project. 
But other issues may also need to be addressed, such as the deregulation of timber 
marketing in agroforestry systems or investment in the infrastructure needed to promote 
processing or transport. 
Another point related to engaging with policy is the encouragement of incentives for the 
private provision of public goods. There is not a clear ‘market’ for public goods, so 
institutional mechanisms to reward smallholders for environment services are welcome 
policy instruments. The RUPES (Rewarding the Upland Poor for Environmental Services) 
initiative is one example from ASB’s experience in Southeast Asia which holds promise 
for balancing private and public interests. 
By working with non-market sectors, boundary organizations can help identify and act on 
the market failures and institutional gaps that might otherwise constrain the success of 
private-private partnerships to achieve both public and private objectives. 
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ASB MatrixASB Matrix

Raise level of debate 
about land use options 

Find ‘best bet’ land 
uses)
Bring in other 
stakeholders
Active exploration of 
coincidence and 
conflicts among 
users as well as 
winners and losers

SUPPORTING ‘BEST BET’ LAND USE CHOICES: THE ASB MATRIX
A concrete mechanism for managing the relationship between private interests and public interest 
is a negotiation support mechanism, the ASB Matrix. 
ASB scientists have developed this matrix to raise the level of debate on different land use options, 
helping stakeholders understand the tradeoffs inherent in the choices they make. In the ASB 
matrix, natural forest and the land use systems that replace it are scored against different criteria 
reflecting the objectives of different interest groups. ASB researchers have filled in this matrix for 
representative benchmark sites dotted across the humid tropics. At each site, the researchers have 
evaluated land use systems both as they are currently practiced and in the alternative forms that 
could be possible through policy, institutional and technological innovations. 
The matrix can be used to provoke debate among a broader range of stakeholders, allowing active 
exploration of both the coincidence and conflicts of interest among actors. Power mapping can be 
used to clarify the ‘winners and losers’ in various scenarios. Such open negotiation with a wider 
range of stakeholders can increase the accountability of decisions made, something which can be 
difficult to guarantee in a strictly private-private partnership. More importantly, it can help develop 
land use decisions that take into account legitimate development interests as well as environmental 
concerns. 
As a boundary organization, ASB can bring forward such examples of development which deliver 
an attractive balance between environmental benefits and equitable economic growth. 
By helping Peruvian farmers ‘move up the commodity chain’ and form links with an expanding 
global market, they could overcome the problems of poor market access and unpredictable demand 
that characterize the local area. Environmentally, the work in Peru could rehabilitate degraded 
land, protect soil and water resources, conserve biodiversity and store carbon on the farm, and 
reduce pressures on neighbouring forest. If successful, the project could provide a model that can 
be replicated more widely in the Amazon, perhaps being extended to other suitable tree species.
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ConclusionConclusion

Private-private partnerships 
have a great deal of promise 
at forest margins, especially 
to meet development needs
Need to tackle challenge of 
balancing private/ public 
interest openly
Boundary organizations can 
play a strong role in helping 
partners adapt and negotiate 
their interests

Partnerships between smallholders and larger private sector hold a great deal of 
promise in achieving private objectives of both parties. 

There are challenges involved, however. These stem from the scale of ‘private’ 
interest of each partner, with farmers clearly the weaker party; the different values 
accorded by each partner to ‘public’ goods such as knowledge, biodiversity and 
development; and the need for flexibility given the dissonance of interest between 
these two partners over time. 

Attempting to conserve forests in developing countries without addressing the needs 
of poor local people is both futile and inappropriate. Finding ways to strike the 
appropriate balance between the legitimate interests of development and 
environmental concerns is a pressing challenge. 

Strategic partnerships between smallholders and the private sector can offer a 
platform for sustainable, equitable development in the humid tropics—but the parties 
should be prepared to be flexible and adapt their roles as time goes on. 

A boundary organization like ASB can play a strong role in helping negotiate an 
appropriate balance between the partners, as well as between the private interests and 
the public good – by communicating, translating and mediating among the different
interests.


