Baka community members in Nomedjoh, one of the few indigenous forest peoples with a community forest, ready for a trip into the forest.
Photo credit: Samuel Nnah Ndobe
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1.

Institutions defined as rules and norms are important drivers of change in
landscapes
Both formal and informal institutions driving changes in landscapes are dynamic
and are influenced by different actors with varying interests
Evolution of forest legislation and the formulation of the manual of procedures
governing community forests are clear examples of institutional drivers shaping
the forest landscape in Cameroon
Despite evolving institutions governing land and trees in Cameroon, disputes
over land and forest rights have grown rather than diminished, leading to
changing land use patterns and in some cases increasing land degradation
Research can provide knowledge of organization and functioning of effective and
efficient hybrid institutions built on interactions between customary and formal
rules and norms governing the functioning of landscapes

Introduction

Landscapes in the literature are defined in different ways. In this chapter, landscapes are
defined as socio-ecological spaces hosting a wide array of habitats, land use systems,
ecological interactions and people who interact with their environment (van Noordwijk et
al., 2013; Robiglio & Yemefack, 2014). Change is an inherent component in a landscape
(Bürgi et al., 2004). Research interest in the drivers of change grew amongst different
academic disciplines due to the recognition that land use change is one of the important
factors affecting global environmental change, which often are the consequences of
human interactions with the environment (Turner et al., 1994). Using Cameroon as a case
study, this chapter provides an overview of how institutions and institutional dynamics
drive changes in the landscape.
Institutions are the rules of the game in a society or the humanly devised constraints
that shape human interactions, and are key to economic performance (North, 1990).
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Institutions can be both informal and formal; examples of informal institutions are
customary or traditional rules and all those that were not created under the formal system
whereas formal institutions are their opposite. In the context of landscapes, institutions
can be interpreted as rules to limit the impact of undesirable landscape changes (Evans
et al., 2008). Conversely, institutions may not be restrictive, but may provide tools that
offer incentives for stakeholders to create positive changes in the landscape. Examples of
the latter are policy incentives to encourage tree planting, or sustainably manage forests
and agricultural landscapes. In many parts of the world, these institutions are not static.
They are dynamic arrangements, which are often a result of calculated or spontaneous
decisions by communities to respond to changing circumstances (Evans et al., 2008; Greif
& Kingston, 2011). According to the theory of induced institutional innovation, new
institutions seem to emerge when there are changes in factor endowments, break downs
in traditional institutions, modernity, or technical change with marginal costs of factor
inputs. These often give rise to new cost benefit relationships to which old institutions
may no longer be applicable (Platteau, 1996; Leach et al., 2006).
The goal of this chapter is to exemplify the role of institutions and institutional dynamics
in the process of landscape change in Cameroon. Drawing on a review of the literature,
field observation and documentation, and personal communication with farmers
and experts in this field, the case study presented in this chapter focuses on dominant
landscapes in Southern Cameroon amongst which forest and rural agricultural mosaics
(e.g., cocoa agroforestry systems and plantations) have multiple sets of institutions
governing them. Focusing on forest landscapes, many of the examples are drawn from
the community forest concept as it has well-defined rules governing it and the evolution
and implementation of these rules have contributed in shaping the landscape in Cameroon
(Minang et al., 2007). This chapter reviews the evolution of customary and formal rules
governing forest and land tenure arrangements in Cameroon during pre-colonial, colonial
and post-colonial periods, and the stakeholders driving such changes, including project
interventions to secure community forest and tenure rights to farmers. Landscape changes
are then analysed in terms of land cover transition or degradation, which is also referred
to as land cover change or land use change (Evans et al., 2008). In this case, we examine
the transition from forest land to agricultural, degraded land or degraded forest, in relation
to the changes that have occurred within formal and informal rules governing access,
ownership, and rights to land and forest resources from the precolonial, to the colonial
and post-colonial era in Cameroon.

2.

Forest governance and the dynamics of customary
institutions in relation to land in Cameroon

Prior to colonization, various groups of people were reported to have migrated to
Cameroon from different parts of Africa, resulting in myriad socio-cultural or ethnic
groupings. While details of customary rules and norms may vary for the most part, they
show similarities in relation to rural land. For instance, under customary regimes, access
and use of land is overseen by traditional local leaders or local chiefs who oversee some
form of management and community-based control (Fisiy, 1992; ADB, 2009). The chiefs
are viewed as the custodians (or customary law administrators) of rural land (Fisiy,
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1992). Under such circumstances, land is perceived as community property and in some
ways, communities often view the land as sacred where they enjoy inalienable rights (an
example is the Bamelike ethnic group in the savannah region of Cameroon). During the
precolonial period, it was impossible to talk about single ownership. Instead individual
families received use rights or rights of possession to satisfy their food and housing needs.
These rights were usually inherited, generally through the male lineage, though in some
communities through the female lineage, as with the Kom people of the Northwest Region
of Cameroon (ADB, 2009; Oyono, 2009).
The concept of single ownership of land and forest was introduced during the colonial
period (ADB, 2009; Oyono, 2009; USAID, 2010). In contemporary Cameroon, most
people continue to own land based on diverse customary laws, but some aspects of the
traditional rules and norms such as those governing access, acquisition and ownership of
land, land use practices and security in Cameroon, are observed to be changing (ADB,
2009). For example, after the introduction of single ownership of land, access and use
rights on agricultural and household space are now often acknowledged as rights of
ownership. The head of the household or the family can legitimately lease, loan and
bequeath the land. In some communities, like within the Bamelike ethnic group in the
western highland region of Cameroon, inherited land held under customary law may not
be sold to non-indigenous persons but can be sold to members of the family or other
indigenous people within the community (Joko, 2006; Fombad, 2009).
With regards to forest and forested lands in the precolonial times, traditional communities
regarded the forest as an open access resource in which, people were free to use forest
resources without restriction, or as a communal resource in which, use of forested land
and resources was subjected to some measures of control by traditional rulers. The
latter was common in the western highlands of Cameroon where the concept of sacred
forest is widespread. It was needless during this time to talk about private ownership of
forests (Oyono, 2009) as forest communities were the ‘owners’ of the forest. However,
individuals in a community could obtain individual rights to forest land by clearing and
farming it, and by managing crops on the land during fallow periods. In some areas,
forested land up to three kilometres from a village was recognized as property of the
village, while beyond three kilometres could be considered as belonging to a number
of villages (USAID, 2010). Under customary laws in Cameroon, persons with locally
recognized legitimate claims to a parcel of land have property rights to the trees and the
resources on the land.
For access to forest resources, under customary laws, it was typical for other community
members to gather products such as non-timber forest products (NTFP) from private
and communal forest lands without needing the permission of the community leaders.
Today, the trends are changing. People have started restricting community members
from gathering resources from such lands (Foundjem-Tita, 2013). Initially, NTFP trees
were perceived by local communities to grow naturally or to be a gift from God (Brown
& Lassoie, 2010). They could thus be considered a common property. Foundjem-Tita
(2013) reported that restricted access is mostly practised for those forest resources that
are highly commercialized.
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3.

Evolution of formal institutions governing
landscapes

Having gone through three colonial reigns namely, the German, French and English,
Cameroon, at the dawn of colonization, disregarded customary or traditional tenure
systems and favoured a statutory system, through expropriation of community controlled
land and forests and imposition of state ownership (ADB, 2009; USAID, 2010). The
most recent laws governing land and forest in Cameroon are the 1974 Land Ordinance
governing national lands and the 1994 Forestry Law (Law No. 94/01 of 20 January
1994). The 1994 Forestry Law specifically states that ownership of forest and aquaculture
establishments shall be determined by the regulations governing land tenure and state
lands and by the 1994 Forestry Law (Government of Cameroon, 1994). This provision
expresses the dual nature of forest and land laws in Cameroon. According to the 1994
Forestry Law, the State is responsible for the protection of the country’s forests and
should reserve a minimum of 30% of the country’s land as protected, permanent forest
(Government of Cameroon, 1994). In this Forest Law, two types of forest landscapes
are recognized: 1) permanent forest estates and 2) the non-permanent forest estates. The
permanent forest is further divided into two types (Government of Cameroon, 1994):
a. State forests - including protected areas (national parks, wildlife reserve) and production
forest reserves
b. Council forests – managed in a decentralized manner by elected local councils on the
basis of management plans approved by the Ministry of Forestry
The non-permanent forest estates consist of forest land which can be converted to nonforest uses. This includes:
a. Private forests belonging to individuals
b. Communal forests managed by a community
Formal laws governing land and forests have undergone several modifications over the
years starting from the colonial period stretching to the post-independence periods and
to present day Cameroon. For example, Fissy (1992) reports that within a 15-year period
(1974 - 1989), there have been 15 amendments to the 1974 Land Ordinance. Current
amendments to this law are as recent as December 2005. Similarly, forest legislations in
Cameroon have gone through a series of changes over time (Minang et al., 2007). The
first forest legislation of the country was enacted by the Germans in 1900, which was
followed by successive British and French enactments in the early 20th century. Since
independence in 1960, Cameroon has enacted four pieces of legislations between 1968
and 1994 dealing with forest resources, with the most recent being the 1994 Forestry and
Wildlife Law (Ngwasiri et al., 2002; ADB, 2009; USAID, 2010). Besides prohibitive
laws, the Government of Cameroon passed a number of decrees between 2006 and 2007
that were designed to support further commercial investment in the forestry sector, and
to target poverty reduction goals through sustainable management of forest and forest
resources. Specifically, these decrees reclassified forest products, allowed for smallscale logging permits, set standards for sports hunting and provided funding for forest
monitoring (Cerruti et al., 2008).
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Box 23.1
Evolution in the implementation of the concept of
community forestry in Cameroon
The concept of community forestry was instituted as a legal instrument delegating
responsibility to local communities to shape the forest landscape. However, implementation
of the concept was not without major difficulties. One of such difficulty is related to the
absence of coherence between the provisions of the Forestry Law and the presidential decree
concerning its application, resulting in a lack of clarity about what a community is and how
to obtain rights for a community forest. Through a series of workshops and meetings led by
the Community Forestry Development project in the Ministry of Forestry in Cameroon, a
manual of the procedures for the attribution, and norms for the management of community
forests was developed. The manual officially became a legal instrument in Cameroon on the
20th of April 1998 (Djeumo, 2001). The objective of the manual was to boost activities that
would lead to the effective allocation of community forests. No single community forest had
been allocated three years after the law was passed due to lack of clarity in the procedures
and legislation. By 2001, seven community forests had been created and by 2014, out of 404
applications submitted by forest communities, 178 management plans had been approved and
147 management plans signed covering a total surface area of 636,752 ha (MINFOF, 2014).

3.1

Community forestry

4.

Actors shaping institutional changes in agricultural
and forest landscapes in Cameroon

With regards to community forests, the 1994 Forestry Law provides opportunities for
forest communities to register their community forests rights and enter into agreement
with the forest service regarding its management (Government of Cameroon, 1994). As
initially mentioned in the introduction, community forestry is considerably cited in this
chapter because its policy provisions and regulatory framework and their change over
time illustrate dynamics with regards to local communities’ forest access rights and
the consequent community impact on the landscape (Minang et al., 2007). It should be
noted that before 1994, formal institutions did not give any fundamental rights to forest
communities with regards to forest management (for details about community forestry
see Box 23.1). The new dispensation provided for by the 1994 Forest Law broadened
the structure of community rights to forests and forest resources, though these rights are
limited to only a small fraction of the forest, i.e., the non-permanent forests (Oyono,
2009). Coupled with that, the rights are not permanent as they are issued for twenty-five
year periods and management plans are subject to renewal every five years. The 1994
Forestry Law did not provide the opportunity for forest communities as an entity to own
the forest, although such ownership rights remain the strongest set of rights being claimed
by local communities (Oyono, 2009). Similarly, for some forest resources such as NTFP,
local community rights are limited to usufruct rights. This means that forest communities
can collect such products for personal use while economic exploitation is limited by a
permit system, which is hard to obtain due to high transaction costs (Foundjem-Tita et
al., 2014).

Of interest is to understand why there have been so many changes in the statutory and
customary institutions governing land and forests in Cameroon, and whose interests have
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been served by such modifications. Is it the State, citizens, civil servants or those of the
forests and other forest resources departments? The birth of the 1994 Forestry Law as
described by Ekoko (2000) may help to address some of these issues, clarify the basis
of the promulgation of the law and illustrate how stakeholder interests and participation
play a role.
According to Ekoko (2000), the formulation of the 1994 Forestry Law was influenced by
several groups of actors such as the World Bank, the Government of Cameroon, French
politicians as well as logging companies, local politicians and local populations - each
of these actors having their own vested interests. The Government of Cameroon, for
example, had noticed that the existing 1981 Forestry Law was outdated. Its main
inadequacies were that it did not pay sufficient attention to local peoples’ income and
livelihoods in relation to forest management. It also did not have a clear framework for
logging companies. Moreover, the pre-1994 law was characterized by an inefficient
taxation system that did not optimize benefits for the state. The World Bank on the other
hand, wanted to test its new forest policy guidelines and promote increased government
revenues from the forestry sector (Ekoko, 2000; Cerutti & Tacconi, 2006; ADB, 2009;
USAID, 2010).
While some members of parliament are recognized to have played a major role in
safeguarding the interest of local communities during debates about the law in parliament,
others had their personal interests to protect. Some members of parliament were reported
to have opposed an auction system because they were directly involved in logging
companies either as shareholders or as owners. An auction system would have limited their
ability to use their political influence to obtain logging concessions and thus eliminate an
important source of their political capital (Ekoko, 2000). The above example supports
the rational-choice theory to institutional analysis which argues that institutions are not
always crafted in the interest of the ‘majority’ and that rationally-minded individuals
often consider personal gains over societal values and ethics when they make decisions
regarding institutional change (Zey, 1998). This is also in line with Greif and Kingston
(2011) who posit that many kinds of formal rules are selected through a centralized
process of bargaining and political conflict between individuals and organizations who
attempt to change the rules for their own benefit.

5.

Institutional dynamics and their impacts on
landscape management

It is important to assess how and why institutions have evolved in a particular way, and
the consequences that new or modified institutions have on landscape change. Robiglio
et al. (2003), for example, studied the linkages between tenure and land use change
in Cameroon by identifying the social institutions that actively influenced land cover
dynamics, specifically the conversion of forest to agricultural land. They found that
tenure arrangements, settlement patterns and land appropriation strategies contribute
in shaping land use patterns. Another factor that influenced landscape changes in the
area they studied is conflict between state and customary institutions. For instance, when
local people noticed the expansion of logging activities in what they considered as their
land, they accelerated actions which strengthened the customary practice of ‘right of first
occupancy’, by clearing more forest to assert customary control over such forest land for
themselves and their descendants.
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Although the above changes can also be attributed to population pressure and market
forces, one could notice the forces of conflicting institutions (private interests versus
community) at play. This corroborates Evans et al., (2008) who argued that even when
zoning ordinances are focused on environmental protection, their effectiveness may be
limited by weak enforcement and illegality. By instituting in the 1994 Forestry Law that
30% of the state forests has to remain as permanent forests, the government set standards
to sustainably manage the forest cover for this proportion of land. However, as reported
by Cerutti and Tacconi (2006) the government undermined the sustainable management
of the permanent forest estates by allowing forest concessions to log for extended periods
without the prescribed and approved management plans. Moreover, the method used
to designate permanent and non-permanent forests areas by using satellite imagery and
aerial photos led to the inclusion of many areas exploited by local populations for their
livelihoods, for example, through hunting, fishing, fallows and agroforestry systems,
including cocoa farms (World Rainforest Movement, 2006). Resource extraction within
the permanent forest estate is only allowed for personal use which means all such livelihood
activities including agroforestry are banned in the permanent forest areas. Consequently,
many rural communities found their activities completely restricted by the forest zoning
plan. Furthermore, despite existing regulations, farmers continued to encroach into
forests to establish cocoa farms. All these helped to strengthen the relationship between
unsustainable forest logging and smallholder agriculture expansion on the one hand, and
forest degradation and deforestation on the other (Robiglio et al., 2010), both creating
changes within the landscape.
The concept of community forestry instituted by the 1994 Forestry Law as a tool to
involve local communities to sustainably manage forest and forest resources, cannot be
described as a complete success (Djeumo, 2001; Oyono, 2009; Karsenty, 2010). Abusive
and illegal timber exploitation sometimes occurs within community forests and many are
without appropriate management plans as specified by the law. In some instances, logging
companies finance local communities to obtain community forest status assuming the
community forest would be another type of a logging permit (Karsenty, 2010). The end
result is that the area defined as a community forest ends up having another structure other
than what it would have been if it was initiated and managed by the forest communities
themselves.
The experiences described above are not exhaustive, but it was quite clear from the
examples that despite evolving institutions governing land and trees in Cameroon, land
and forest disputes have grown, rather than diminished. Changing land use patterns,
increasing land degradation and lack of appropriate institutions or mechanisms to resolve
conflicts are some of the causes of these disputes, which in turn, lead to changing patterns
in landscapes.

6.

Moving towards hybrid institutions for landscape
management

Despite the existence and evolution of formal and customary institutions governing
landscapes, conflicts persist with often negative consequences for people and the
environment. However, evidence also exists that these institutions are evolving towards a
mixture of the two, and it may be possible that hybrid institutions work better for landscape
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management. For example, the traditional forest dwelling communities of the Bakas and
Bagyelis (or pygmies) in Cameroon used to be exclusively hunter-gatherers with their
activities stretching over large areas of forest land. Many are now settling outside of their
original hunting and gathering grounds, which in many cases have become protected
forests based on the 1994 Forestry Law. Many of the Bakas and Bagyelis now co-exist
with Bantu customary landowners, albeit, often with unequal rights. To integrate the
Bakas and Bagyelis into a new way of life conditioned by formal rules, international and
national NGOs are working with Bantu villages to explore mechanisms for sharing and/
or transferring appropriate customary ownership rights to the Baka and Bagyeli groups
(Nguiffo & Djeukam, 2008). This may help in securing livelihoods and in protecting the
environment as original hunting grounds, which have now become protected areas to be
better managed for multiple uses.
According to customary bi-laws in most parts of Cameroon, planting a tree is sufficient to
get local acknowledgement of some form of ownership and security over a piece of land.
Although this customary rule is still observed in most parts of the country, the tendency
is now gradually changing towards preferences over statutory provisions. For example,
Firmin-Sellers and Sellers (1999) demonstrated that rural farmers in the Western Region of
Cameroon have selectively used components of the official titling system, specifically the
placement of boundary stones, to enhance their security. According to the same authors,
the farmers’ actions suggest two things. First, farmers are troubled by insecure tenure,
and second, farmers believe state intervention may alleviate their insecurity. Similarly,
Foundjem-Tita (2013) reported that 84% of a total of 338 farmers interviewed in both the
forest and savannah regions of Cameroon have positive attitudes towards land titles as
a proof of ownership and land tenure security. A quotation from one of the interviewed
farmers in the study shows a positive attitude toward the land titling system.
“…land titles are preferable because with development and quest for greener pastures,
most youths migrate to cities and even abroad whereas the older generation that governs
the systems is dying out. You can lease your land to somebody and s/he works there for
ages and when your children return to claim their land, there will be nobody to testify that
the land is yours’” (pers. Comm. With farmer in the western region of Cameroon).
The farmer’s comment suggests that while many still acquire land through the customary
system, state or formal institutions are needed to protect local peoples’ customary rights
against any threat to dispossession. This supposes that much has to be done to study
institutional change governing landscapes. An important part of such analysis should
consider the most effective and efficient institutions that can result from the interaction
between customary and formal rules governing landscapes and landscape resources. As
Opper (2008) emphasized, there is need for the interaction effects between formal and
informal institutions to be carefully studied, without which, it will be difficult to come
up with a theory to explain change such as those happening in a landscape. The concept
of community forest can be considered a step in the right direction, that is, government
recognition of the capacity of local communities to manage the forest. However as
narrated in this chapter, implementation of the concept is marred by high transaction costs,
and inappropriate regulations. New institutions designed with the participation of forest
communities would inspire a sense of common ownership of the resources and avoid a
spirit of competition and conflict which have negative corollaries on the landscape.
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7.

Conclusion

In summary, the case study has shown that both informal and formal institutions governing
landscape and landscape resources in Cameroon are changing, and hybrid forms or
institutions that take into consideration local needs, and lie in-between existing customary
and formal rules are emerging. At the same time, customary institutions persist in some
areas while preference over formal institutions is increasing in many parts of the country.
However, formal institutions governing landscapes are often hampered by personal vested
interests of the very same actors that created these institutions. In the context of changing
institutions characterized by ineffective implementation or inadequacy of formal rules
and pre-existing informal institutions, combining statutory tools and customary rules
may be optimal when it comes to strengthening claims of ownership rights, giving rise
to hybrid approaches. This may have longer-term positive consequences on landscapes,
especially if conservation practices are employed on the land, or investments are made for
tree planting and other permanent crops once land tenure is secured. The main message in
this case study is that institutions (formal, informal or hybrid) are indispensable features
in landscapes, and are crucial to landscape management, as they shape the patterns
and functions of landscapes. A better understanding of the evolution and dynamics of
institutions can help predict the patterns and consequences of landscape change, and in
defining subsequent management options. The main limitation of this case study was
the lack of attention to specific types of formal, informal and hybrid institutions, and
the detailed types of landscape changes that have resulted from their interactions. It is
therefore important that subsequent studies provide such robust analysis.
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