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rotecting forests is an urgent priority 
in Southeast Asia, as the region, which 
holds nearly 15% of the world’s tropical 
forests, is also a major deforestation 
hotspot. By one estimate, between 2005 
and 2015 alone, the region lost 79.5 

million hectares of forest – 62% of this in Indonesia.

Yet forest protection and restoration efforts can only make a 
lasting impact if they address the root causes of forest loss. 
This requires engaging with communities in the broader 
landscape to understand local livelihoods and pressures on 
the land and tailor interventions accordingly.

Forest landscape restoration (FLR) is a holistic approach 
that focuses not only on ecological integrity, but also on 
social and economic needs, finding synergies and sometimes 
balancing conflicting priorities. By restoring ecosystem 
health, it can provide a wide range of benefits: from 
biodiversity, to flood control, to carbon storage. Through 
those benefits and by enhancing local livelihoods, it also 
builds resilience to climate change and supports rural 
development.

FLR is complex and challenging. It focuses on landscapes, 
not individual sites, and requires extensive engagement with 
stakeholders, including participatory governance and shared 
decision-making about land use, restoration goals and 
strategies, implementation, benefit-sharing, and monitoring 
and evaluation. It also requires a long-term commitment 
to manage and maintain the restored forests, adapting to 
evolving conditions.

It is important that FLR projects promote Indigenous 
Peoples’ sustainable practices, protect their rights to their 
lands, and proactively support their roles as forest stewards, 
ensuring that programmes are sensitive to local customs, 
social values and norms. This makes the most of local 
knowledge and also makes it likelier that farmers will be able 
to sustainably implement FLR.

ASEAN countries already have substantial experience with 
FLR, and they have collectively embraced core principles 
that underpin FLR, but they have yet to explicitly embrace 
FLR as a preferred approach to forest restoration. There 
is significant scope to expand FLR across the region, with 
support from development partners, the private sector and 
climate finance.
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A pepper farmer in Lampung,  Indonesia.
Photo credit: CIFOR/Ulet Ifansasti.
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Insights for policy-makers, donors and project 
implementers

Multiple projects are already underway in ASEAN 
countries, but the region would benefit from scaling up 
the practice, with well-designed projects tailored to local 
needs. Expanding FLR will require policy interventions and 
investments at the national level, support from development 
partners, close attention to the quality of projects 
implemented and the durability of the results they deliver, 
capacity-building, as well as additional research to expand 
the knowledge base on FLR in Southeast Asia: 

Governments should explicitly identify FLR as a preferred 
approach to forest protection and restoration, particularly 
in areas with Indigenous communities or other significant 
forest-dependent populations, and provide targeted support 
and incentives for projects implementing FLR. Existing 
guidance on forest management may need to be revised 
to align with FLR principles, and monitoring, reporting 
and evaluation systems should be set up to gauge the 
effectiveness of interventions. 

It is important to work with development partners, 
including multilateral banks, as well as non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), to design FLR projects with clear 
monetisable benefits for investors and local communities as 
well as robust ecological benefits, to help ensure the long-
term financial viability of these projects and preserve their 
forest cover gains.

ASEAN policies and guidelines already embrace the 
principles that underpin FLR. Building on past discussions 

of the Bonn Challenge, ASEAN stakeholders should work 
together to scale up FLR across the region, continue to share 
knowledge and experiences with FLR, identify best practices 
in different types of landscapes common across Southeast 
Asia, and develop a regional community of practice to foster 
mutual learning in the long term.

For project implementers, it is crucial to put equity and 
inclusion at the centre of FLR project design, working closely 
with stakeholders to negotiate realistic objectives, make 
decisions about project design and budgets together, and 
ensure that the project activities make a tangible positive 
impact. Indigenous Peoples’ sustainable practices should be 
promoted, their rights to the land should be protected, and 
their roles as forest stewards should be supported, ensuring 
that programmes are sensitive to local customs, social values 
and norms. This makes it likelier that farmers will be able to 
sustainably implement FLR.

At the same time, FLR projects should be aligned with 
internationally accepted best practices and scientific 
evidence, and managed adaptively to incorporate new 
knowledge gained through projects over time and adjust 
approaches in response to new evidence or changes in local 
conditions. 

Finally, it is important to recognise that FLR is a long-term 
endeavour. Though some of the work may produce tangible 
near-term results, most of the gains will take years to be 
realised. Conversely, without good long-term management 
and maintenance, near- to medium-term gains could easily 
be lost again.


