
1

The ASB Policy Brief Series: Reflections 
from Twenty Years of ASB Partnership

42

Key objectives of the ASB Policy Brief 
series:

•	 Realizing	that	the	policy	environment	 is	critical	to	
its	mission	to	reduce	deforestation	while	sustaining	
livelihoods	at	the	humid	tropics,	the	ASB	Partnership	
has	endeavored	to	support	policy	decision	making	
processes	 by	 developing	 appropriate	 tools	 and	
methodologies	 and	 contributing	 to	 relevant	
scientific	debate	through	publishing	peer	reviewed	
articles	in	high	impact	journals

•	 The	ASB	Policy	Brief 	series	simplifies	the	research	
products	 above	 for	 concise	 reading	 and	 distills	
lessons	derived	 from	experiences	 at	 the	 local	 and	
national	levels	for	a	broader	international	audience

•	 Since	2000,	the	ASB	Partnership	has	published	over	
80	policy	 briefs,	 and	distributing	 this	 information	
to	 targeted	 audiences	 through	 various	 channels	
including	 the	website,	 social	media,	 e-newsletters,	
and	in	meetings	and	training	workshops

•	 Due	 to	 public	 demand,	 several	 of 	 these	 policy	
briefs	 have	 been	 translated	 into	 local	 languages	
in	 the	 countries	 where	 ASB	 works	 to	 facilitate	
information	 flow	 within	 the	 national	 research	
systems	and	among	key	stakeholders.

 The ASB policy series is an incredible resource of information, analysis, and solutions on climate change issues 
affecting the tropical forest margins. The series represents the best of the natural and social science research on 
topics such as climate change adaptation and mitigation, REDD-plus issues, agriculture and climate change, climate 
and land use challenges, and socio-economic and livelihood concerns.  Every policy brief is written in language 
accessible to policy makers, whether they are negotiators in the UNFCCC or national agencies making climate and 
land use decisions.  (Tony la Viña, Philippines negotiator at the UNFCCC) 
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Uptake of the ASB Policy Briefs series
•	 Through	the	years,	the	ASB	Policy	Brief 	series	has	been	successful	at	
presenting	ASB	research	which	has	scrutinized,	challenged	and	shaped	
evolving	theories	of 	change	and	international	policy	debates	regarding	
natural	resource	management	and	environmental	conservation.

•	 The	ASB	Policy	Briefs	series	documents	and	disseminates	case	studies	
illustrating	the	effectiveness	of 	participatory	approaches	that	integrate	
local	knowledge	with	science	and	empower	communities	with	decision	
making	and	negotiation	skills.		

•	 In	 2011,	 The	 European	Union	 Science	News	 Policy	 Alert	 featured	
ASB	Policy	Brief 	17,	on	Emissions	Embodied	in	Trade,	in	one	of 	its	
issues.	This	was	among	the	top	downloaded	articles	in	their	analysis	for	
that	year

•	 An	ASB	evaluation	impact	assessment	carried	out	in	2005	showed	that	
out	of 	64	major	environment-related	websites	searched,	20	of 	them	
had	publicized	several	of 	the	ASB	Policy	Briefs.	

•	 Several	ASB	publications	 including	 its	 Policy	 briefs	 have	 been	 cited	
in	 peer	 reviewed	 journals	 as	 well	 as	 in	 key	 reports	 and	 documents	
published	by	policy	and	or	donor	institutions.

•	 A	website	download	count	that	goes	back	to	2005	shows	that	the	ASB	
policy	briefs	have	been	downloaded	about	100,000	times.

•	 The	 briefs	 have	 been	 used	 to	 guide	 strategic	 thinking	 and	 decision	
making	in	international	policy	making	processes,	by	local	and	national	
governments	and	by	donors.	They	are	also	used	as	training	materials	in	
workshops	and	at	universities.

ASB Partnership scientists actively participate in key science-policy events where they engage with policy makers and use various dissemination platforms 
to shape and influence relevant policy debates
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The	 ASB	 Partnership	 has	 also	 had	 a	
spotlight	 on	 Borlaug’s	 intensification	
theory	of 	sparing	forests	by	maximizing	
productivity	 on	 available	 agricultural	
land.	 The	 theory	worked	 in	 the	 1970s	
when	 food	 prices	 were	 declining	
due	 to	 high	 agricultural	 production	
but	 in	 the	 current	 environment	 of 	
increasing	 energy	 and	 food	 cost,	
profitable	 agriculture	 may	 drive	 up	
forest	 destruction.	 They	 contend	 that	
intensification	 maybe	 a	 necessary	
condition	especially	in	places	like	Africa	
but	 needs	 to	 be	 integrated	 with	 other	
landscape	elements	in	a	multifunctional	
approach	that	promotes	sharing	and	not	
just	sparing.	(Minang	et	al	2013,	PB	26)

Recent	 ASB	 policy	 briefs	 have	 largely	
discussed	 and	 contributed	 to	 ongoing	
debates	 and	 frameworks	 regarding	
climate	 change	 mitigation	 and	
adaptation.	Reporting	findings	from	the	
Reducing	Emissions	from	All	Land	Uses	
(REALU)	project,	scientists	have	shown	
challenges	that	impede	implementation	
of 	 the	 REDD	 mechanism	 including	
lack	 of 	 clear	 forest	 definition,	 leakage	
and	 additionality	 issues	 which	 can	
be	 curbed	 through	 an	 all-inclusive	
landscape	 approach	 as	 opposed	 to	 an	
exclusive	focus	on	forests.	(Ekadinata	et	
al.	2010,	PB	16)

During	 the	 last	 UNFCCC	 climate	
sessions,	 talks	have	began	 to	warm	up	
to	 the	 landscape	 approach	 initiative,	
with	the	first	Global	Landscapes	Forum	
being	held	at	the	margins	of 	the	last	19th	

Conference	of 	the	Parties.	Negotiators	
were	also	quoted	saying	that	a	landscape	
approach	is	the	next	best	alternative	to	
REDD.

Research	 work	 conducted	 recently	
has	 further	 exposed	 shortfalls	 of 	
implementing	mitigation	and	adaptation	
strategies	separately,	urging	for	synergies	
that	optimize	the	benefits	of 	resources	
and	 policies	 addressing	 the	 two	
critical	 areas	 in	 climate	 change	 action.	
(Yemefack	et	al	2013,		PB	39)

2. Working with 
Communities: 
The	 first	 decade	 of 	ASB	 policy	 briefs	
brought	 to	 the	 fore	 environmental	
challenges	 in	 the	 tropics	 and	 sought	
win-win	 response	 actions	 that	 did	
not	 leave	 the	 small-scale	 farm	 holders	
disadvantaged	 and	 impoverished.	 A	
major	problem	then	was	the	widespread	
use	of 	fire	in	clearing	land,	resulting	in	
smoke	 hazard	 and	 associated	 dangers	
to	both	humans	 and	 the	 environment.	
Instead	 of 	 a	 complete	 ban	 on	 the	
use	 of 	 fires,	 Scientists	 recommended	
“regulated	 fires	 as	 legitimate	 cost-
effective	option	for	smallholder	farming	
practice.”	(ASB	2002,	PB	04).	

“ASB researchers in Southeast Asia have 
had a notable impact on understanding the 
underlying causes of  forest fires that produce 
smoke pollution. A concerted research effort 
made clear policy links. Specifically, they have 
helped clarify the policy problems underlying the 

Background
The	 ASB	 policy	 briefs	 series	 delivers	
relevant,	 concise	 reading	 to	 people	
whose	decisions	will	make	a	difference	
to	poverty	reduction	and	environmental	
protection	 in	 the	humid	tropics.	Policy	
briefs	 takes	 the	 lessons	 learned	 from	
experiences	 at	 the	 local	 or	 national	
levels	 and	 distills	 them	 for	 a	 broader,	
international	audience.	

The	 ASB	 Partnership	 work	 is	
characterized	 by	 a	 multi-disciplinary,	
cross-sectoral	 participatory	 approach	
in	 which	 local	 ecological	 knowledge	
is	 integrated	 with	 science	 to	 test	 the	
practicality	of 	established	conventional	
theories	 and	 seek	 livelihood	
alternatives	that	enhance	wellbeing	and	
environmental	 conservation.	 (Palm	 et	
al,	2005)

The	 Partnership	 has	 developed	
methodologies,	 manuals,	 guidelines	
and	 tools	 that	have	been	 implemented	
and	benefited	governments	at	the	local,	
national	 level	 and	 communities	 in	 the	
tropical	 forest	margins.	 This	work	 has	
also	been	published	extensively	in	high	
impact	 peer	 reviewed	 journals,	 and	
disseminated	 in	 form	 of 	 Policy	 briefs	
and	 other	 channels	 to	 international	
audience.	

WHAT IS COVERED
ASB	 policy	 brief 	 series	 coverage	
can	 be	 summed	 up	 in	 two	 main	
areas:

1. Theories of change and 
change of theories: 
The	ASB	policy	briefs	have	highlighted	
research	 that	 critically	 investigates	
legitimacy	 of 	 theories	 developed	 over	
time	and	have	made	attempts	to	present	
alternatives	 that	 are	 practical	 and	 in	
sync	 with	 realities	 at	 the	 local	 level	
(Clark	 et	 al	 2011).	 	 Simplistic	 theories	
have	 been	 challenged.	 For	 instance,	 in	
the	 early	 1990’s,	ASB	 research	 showed	
that	 “smallholder	 slash	 and	 burn	
agriculture	 was	 not	 as	 important	 as	
previously	 considered	 with	 regard	 to	
deforestation	 but	 rather	 broad	 scale	
commercial	 agriculture	 and	 cattle	
ranching.”	 The	 scientists	 argued	 that	
deforestation	is	a	web	of 	complex	direct	
and	indirect	causes	and	the	solutions	lie	
in	multi-stakeholder	 and	 cross-sectoral	
approaches.	 (ASB	 2003,	 PB	 06;	 ASB	
2003	PB	05;	Tomich	et	al	2007).	

Mugumya Xavier Nyindo, United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) 
negotiator from Uganda participates at an ASB Partnership session held at the margins of UNFCCC 
Subsidiary Body on Science and Technological Advice (SBSTA) 
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recurring regional problem of  air pollution from 
biomass burning in SE Asia, which produced 
one of  the greatest environmental disasters of  
all time in 1997/98”  (ASB 2002,	PB).    

In	 the	 wake	 of 	 massive	 deforestation,	
ASB	 Partnership	 scientists	 lent	 their	
voice	 to	 the	 promotion	 and	 use	 of 	
agroforestry	 systems	 and	 developed	
modeling	 tools	 as	 guides	 on	 how	
to	 adapt	 agroforestry	 to	 a	 range	 of 	
watershed	contexts	 (ASB	2004,	PB	08;	
ASB	2009,	PB	09).

These	 earlier	 policy	 briefs	 also	
supported	 local	 knowledge	 systems,	
empowered	 local	 communities	 to	
negotiate	 and	 find	 practical	 solutions	
to	 conflicts	 (ASB	 2004,PB	 07),	 and	
also	 disseminated	 good	 community	
practices	to	international	audience,	thus	
promoting	 opportunities	 for	 shared	
learning	across	continents.

Examples	include	the	damar	agroforest	
system	 by	 the	 Krui	 people	 found	
in	 Lampung	 Province	 in	 southwest	
Sumatra,	 Indonesia.	 The	 Krui	 system	
has	 been	 effective	 in	 providing		
‘alternatives to slash and burn’, combining 
environmental and economic functions in a single 
land use.	Social	cohesion,	shared	norms	
and	a	shared	belief 	system	allowed	the	
community	 to	 overturn	 government	
policy	that	threatened	to	shift	traditional	
land	ownership	from	the	community	to	
private/public	 ownership	 in	 a	 process	
that	began	to	revolutionize	land	tenure	
reform	 policies	 in	 Indonesia.	 (ASB	
2001,	PB	02).

In	an	on-going	work	in	the	Mae Chaem 
watershed in Northern Thailand, scientists 
are working with communities to develop 
and validate methods that the communities 
themselves then use to monitor their watershed 
function and environment.. Early experiences 
with monitoring suggest that they can greatly 
strengthen these communities’ positions in 
negotiations to resolve environmental problems 
with neighbouring communities and with the 
Thai Royal Forest Department. Connections 
with local environmental knowledge also 
improve scientists’ understanding of  
environmental problems and widen the range 
of  local livelihood options and appropriate 
interventions considered by researchers. ASB 
2004, PB 07”. 		

Survey on use of ASB briefs
(adopted from Clark et al 2005)   

Results	of 	a	survey	conducted	 in	2005	
show	 that	 three-quarters	 of 	 those	
responding	 to	 the	 survey	 see	 the	ASB	
Policy	 Briefs as	 relevant (21%	 scored	
relevance	‘Excellent’;	51%	‘Very	Good’)	
and	 credible (20%	 ‘excellent’,	 54%	
‘very	good’).	More	 than	a	 third	of 	 the	
respondents	 reported	 using	 the	 briefs	
in	their	work	(mean	for	all	Briefs	35%,	
interquartile	range	27-44%).	

“About one fifth of  the respondents reported 
that they believed that the Briefs had influenced 
the beliefs or behaviors of  key players in 
ASB’s domain. Examples given included 
debunking myths of  deforestation and water 
management, legitimizing agroforestry practices 
in Cameroon, clarifying the causes of  forest 
burning in Indonesia, simplifying regulations 
in Brazil, clarifying land tenure of  community 
agroforesters in Indonesia, and making the 
case for including land use options in debates 
over Clean Development Mechanisms within 
the context of  international climate change 
negotiations”	(	Pino	2010)

What readers are saying about the ASB Policy-briefs

 Tell me if I’m running wild here, but I do think the set of briefs is actually 
remarkably coherent (as if it had been planned to be like this, rather than 
grow organically as it did) and it is  a resource for postgraduate education 
of various sorts.   Meine van Noordwijk, World Agroforestry Centre, ICRAF  
Global Science Advisor. 

	The ASB policy brief series continues to be a key teaching and training tool in 
my organization and through my consulting practice. We have used the series 
in learning environments with regional policy makers, young leaders from 
the circumpolar region, mid-career professionals, and university students of 
sustainable community development. At its broadest level, the ASB Partnership 
highlights the value of working across borders on complex – and sometimes 
contentious – issues. Learning from others’ experience helps identify solutions 
that come from beyond one’s own context. The series supports exploration 
of specific issues – like stewardship agreements – as well as broader policy 
ideas. We have found policy brief #5 (Balancing Rainforest Conservation and 
Poverty Reduction) particularly important in our work. It supports discussion of 
tradeoffs, promotes a systems approach, and provides a tool for balancing 
objectives across scales.  Dagmar Timmer, Manager - Strategic Initiatives, 
One Earth Initiative / Principal, Resourceful Solutions Consulting, Vancouver, 
Canada.

 Policy impact was the primary aim and I think the impact of the policy briefs 
on policy discussions was well documented by the ASB external review led 
by William (Bill) C. Clark, John F. Kennedy School of Government, Harvard 
University, USA. However, another impact channel is through the use of policy 
briefs in higher education, particularly at the graduate level.  I have used policy 
brief #7 “Empowerment through Measurement”. It has been powerful tool of 
communicating to my students.  Thomas P. Tomich, UC Davis Agricultural 
Sustainability Institute (ASI), California , USA.

 All notwithstanding, the use of these policy briefs have supported 
broader advocacy initiatives targeting a wide but knowledgeable 
audience e.g. UNFCCC events, researchers, journalists, private sector 
representatives, diplomats.  Young and Quinn, ASB policy briefs reders.
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Note: any land use conversion from one to the other was assumed to happen between 2012 to 2016
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http://www.asb.cgiar.org
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Agricultural Research (CGIAR). Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences.

Ekadinata, A.; van Noordwijk, M.; Dewi, S.; 
Minang, P. A. 2010. Reducing emissions from 
deforestation; inside and outside the ‘forest’”. 
Nairobi; Kenya: ASB Partnership for the Tropical 
Forest Margins: ASB Policy Brief No.16. 

Minang, P.A.; Bernard, F.; van Noordwijk, M.; 
Kahurani; E. 2011. Agroforestry in REDD+: 
Opportunities and Challenges. Nairobi; Kenya: 
ASB Partnership for the Tropical Forest Margins, 
ASB Policy Brief No. 26, 4p.

Palm, C. A., Vosti, S. A., Sanchez, P. A., Ericksen, 
P. J. (eds). 2005. Slash-and-Burn Agriculture: 
The Search for Alternatives. Columbia 
University Press.

Clark, W., Contreras, A., Harmsen, K. (2005) 
Evaluation and Impact Assessment of the 
Alternatives to Slash and Burn programme. ASB 
external review. FAO, 128p.

Pino, D. 2010. Impacts of the ASB research 
(2006 - 2009) on the Policy - Science 
Community: Scoping Study through a Citation 
Analysis Nairobi; Kenya: ASB Partnership for the 
Tropical Forest Margins, ASB Report.

Tomich et al. 2007. Integrative science in 
practice: Process perspectives from ASB, the 
Partnership for the Tropical Forest Margins. 
Agriculture, Ecosystems and Environment. 
121:269-286

Yemefack, M.; Alemagi; D.; Duguma, L.A.; 
Minang, P.A.; Tchoundjeu, Z. 2013. Linking 
development pathways and emission reduction 
at local levels: An analysis of feasibility in the 
Efoulan municipality; Cameroon. Nairobi; 
Kenya: ASB Partnership for the Tropical Forest 
Margins, ASB Policy Brief No. 39, 4p.

Kahurani, E., Kasyoki, J., Delia, C. 2014. The ASB Policy Brief Series: Reflections from Twenty Years of ASB Partnership. ASB Policy Brief 
No. 42, ASB Partnership for the Tropical Forest Margins. Nairobi, Kenya.

 The ASB policy brief series has been used in courses 
at University of California (Berkeley), Southern Cross 
University (Australia), University of California (Davis), 
Lund University Sweden), Cornell University, and 
others---- Chris Barrett (Cornell University);  Robin 
Marsh (UC Berkeley, 2003);  Jerry Van Clay (Southern 
Cross, 2002).  Steve Vosti, UC Davis, California, 
USA, 2003

 The idea of producing summaries of research 
results for policy makers in Acre, Brazil came from 
ASB, inspired by the policy brief series.  Dr. Judson 
Valentim, Embrapa and former ASB/GSG Member   

 ASB has achieved sustained engagement between 
scientists and “policy shapers” over the past decade, 
including through the ASB Policybriefs series. 
Policybriefs are distributed to more than 1000 readers in 
institutions ranging from the World Bank to the Ministry 
of Environment in the Netherlands to the Ministry of 
Agriculture in Peru.(Reader from Peru - ASB policy brief 
series, 2005).
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