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Forest landscape restoration for 
enhanced climate change mitigation, 
adaptation and social equity

Key Messages

 f Protecting 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.

 f 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.

 f 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.

 f 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.

 f FLR projects should promote Indigenous   
Peoples’ and local communities’ 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.

 f 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.

 f Robust monitoring, reporting and evaluation 
systems are crucial, including climate, ecosystem 
health, socio-economic, and equity and inclusion 
metrics, to gauge the effectiveness of FLR 
interventions and ensure that any documented 
benefits are sustained over time.
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orests are critical to both natural and 
human systems. They contribute to the 
livelihoods of about 1.6 billion people 
(World Bank 2004), including 70 million 
Indigenous people, and are home to 
about 80% of all terrestrial species of 

flora and fauna.1 Forests also play a key role in the water cycle, 
help purify the air and, when healthy, absorb large amounts of 
carbon. Indeed, one study found that forests could contribute 
30% of the emission reductions needed by 2030 to keep global 
warming below 2°C (Griscom et al. 2017). 

Southeast Asia was once thickly forested, with enormous 
rich biodiversity. However, large areas have been cleared
for agriculture and human settlements, so rapidly that one 
study found that three-quarters of the region’s original 
forests, and 42% of its biodiversity, could be lost by 2100
(Sodhi et al. 2004). 

The region still holds nearly 15% of the world’s tropical 
forests (Stibig et al. 2014), including four of 25 globally 
significant biodiversity hotspots (Sodhi et al. 2010), but it 
is also considered one of the world’s major deforestation 
hotspots. By one estimate, between 2005 and 2015, the 

region lost 79.5 million hectares (ha) of forest, about 62% 
of it in Indonesia and 17% in Malaysia (Estoque et al. 2019).2 
Forest loss and degradation are also significant sources of 
greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in the region.

As of 2018, UN data show, forest cover in the ASEAN 
countries ranged from about 72% in Brunei Darussalam
and Lao PDR, to 24% in the Philippines and 22% in Singapore.3 

Several countries have slowed forest losses, but only Vietnam 
has significantly increased its forest cover in the past three 
decades. Still, the latest Global Forest Watch estimates show 
that in 2020 alone, Vietnam lost 152,000 ha of natural forest, 
equivalent to 74.4 Mt of CO

2
 emissions.4 Large losses were 

seen in other countries as well: 140,000 ha in Cambodia; 
270,000 ha in Indonesia; 358,000 ha in Lao PDR; 119,000 ha
in Thailand. 

Policy-makers in the region recognise the importance of 
protecting and restoring forests. Indonesia’s current medium-
term development plan, for example, aims to reforest 420,000 
ha by 2024 (Bappenas 2019). Yet secondary forests can take 
decades to match the benefits of primary forests: one study 
estimated that after 80 years, carbon pools would be 77–81% 
of those of undisturbed forests, and plant biodiversity would 
take longer, or never fully recover (Martin et al. 2013). 

Forest plantations are likely to be harvested once they mature; 
for example, 47% of tree cover loss in Malaysia and 29% in 
Vietnam from 2013 to 2020 was in planted forests.5 Moreover, 
if the drivers of deforestation are not addressed, secondary 
forests can also be lost again. In 2016–2017, for instance, 
Indonesia registered a net loss of about 450,000 ha of 
secondary forest (Ministry of Environment and Forestry 2018).

This Insight Brief focuses on forest landscape restoration 
(FLR), a holistic approach that integrates forest restoration 
with broader social and ecological objectives across the 
broader landscape (FAO and RECOFTC 2016), aiming to 
achieve deeper and more lasting gains. For the ASEAN 
countries, which are home to tens of millions of people who 
live in or near forests and depend on them for their livelihoods 
(Chao 2012), FLR offers a way to advance urgent forest 
protection and reforestation goals while also reducing
rural poverty. In the process, FLR can reduce GHG emissions 
and build resilience to climate change.

F

A woman prunes trees in a community protected area in rural 
Cambodia. Photo credit: UNEP.

1   See the UN overview for Sustainable Development Goal 15: https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/biodiversity/.
 2 All estimates are based on analysis of satellite imagery and can thus vary considerably. By another estimate, Southeast Asia’s forest 

cover was 268.0 million ha in 1990, 250.6 million ha in 2000, and 236.3 million in 2010 (Stibig et al. 2014), which would indicate a slower, 

but persistent, loss of forests.
3 See World Bank data for forest cover (% of land area) for the 10 countries (based on Food and Agriculture Organization data): https://

data.worldbank.org/indicator/AG.LND.FRST.ZS?locations=VN-ID-KH-SG-TH-LA-MM-PH-MY-BN.
4 See Global Forest Watch country data dashboard: https://www.globalforestwatch.org/dashboards/global/.
5 See Global Forest Watch country data dashboard: https://www.globalforestwatch.org/dashboards/global/.
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What is forest landscape restoration?

Reforestation has a relatively simple goal: to increase forest 
cover where it has been lost or damaged. This is certainly 
beneficial, but just planting trees or letting a forest regrow 
may not be enough to restore the ecosystem services that had 
been lost. Moreover, if the drivers of forest degradation and 
deforestation are not addressed – such as pressure to clear 
land for farming – forest losses in the area are likely
to continue.

FLR certainly aims to increase forest cover, but its objectives 
are much broader (FAO and RECOFTC 2016; Mansourian 
2017). It looks not only at the site that is being reforested,
but at the broader landscape, with special attention to human 
activities and current and future needs. FLR thus considers
the different uses of land across a larger area – sometimes 
entire watersheds or jurisdictions – aiming to restore 
ecological functionality across the landscape and enhance 
human well-being. 

FLR is inherently complex, requiring a delicate balance 
between ecological restoration and local livelihoods. Though 
many of the practices involved are well established, FLR 
implementation also requires a more systematic approach 
to land management and governance, including incentive 
systems that may continue to drive forest loss if not 
addressed (Stanturf et al. 2019). To succeed, it may need 
to tackle complex issues related to land tenure and the 
role of land use change and agriculture in socio-economic 
development (Mansourian 2017). This means FLR requires 
significant resources and commitment, often across 
multiple jurisdictions. And instead of narrowly focusing on 
ecological objectives, FLR has to manage trade-offs between 
environmental goals on one hand, and human needs on the 
other (Mansourian 2017; Sayer et al. 2013). 

Technical options for FLR implementation depend on the 
land use objectives and characteristics of the land (FAO 2015). 
The actual restoration of the forest might involve managed 
natural regeneration, direct seeding to accelerate the process, 
and/or the planting of native or introduced tree species 
(native species can better contribute to restoring ecosystem 
functions and biodiversity, but in highly degraded landscapes, 
for example, some non-native species may have a greater 
chance of success, and help improve conditions for natural 
restoration; see Stanturf et al. 2019). 

Landscape-level interventions in FLR may also include 
agroforestry – land use systems that integrate trees and/
or forests with agriculture and livestock grazing – as 
well as afforestation, managed relocation, improved 
land management, community forestry, integrated fire 

management, and the promotion of sustainable grazing 
practices, among others (FAO and RECOFTC 2016; 
Mansourian 2017; Stanturf et al. 2017). In coastal areas, 
FLR may combine mangrove restoration and community 
management to protect the watershed and control erosion. 

The core idea of FLR is that healthy forests and landscapes 
that are sustainably managed with local communities can 
deliver greater and more lasting gains than forest conservation 
or agricultural interventions alone. The loss of biodiversity 
and other ecosystem services carries significant economic 
costs that are ultimately borne by rural communities – with 
particularly severe consequences in a changing climate. 
When effectively implemented, FLR can protect and enhance 
livelihoods while also achieving the desired environmental 
benefits. For instance, agroforestry can improve soil fertility 
and crop yields while harvesting non-timber forest products 
and protecting local biodiversity (Lewis 2021). 

Box 1 summarises six guiding principles of FLR. A key
take-away is that FLR is as much about ecosystems as
about people, and it requires tailoring approaches to
the local context; there is no one-size-fits-all approach.
In order to successfully implement FLR, it is crucial to
define the landscape, and then set clear ecological and social 
objectives on which to build a tailored FLR strategy
(Stanturf et al. 2017). 

A pepper farmer in Lampung,  Indonesia.
Photo credit: CIFOR/Ulet Ifansasti.
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Box 1.

Guiding principles of forest landscape restoration

The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) has identified six guiding principles for the planning 
and implementation of FLR projects: 

Focus on landscapes, not individual sites, recognising how different land uses and management practices interact 
so that ecological, social and economic priorities can be balanced. 

Maintain and enhance natural ecosystems: FLR implementation should not lead to further forest loss, but rather 
enhance the conservation, restoration and sustainable management of ecosystems. 

Engage stakeholders and support participatory governance: Stakeholders, including vulnerable groups, 
should be actively involved in planning and decision-making about land use, restoration goals and strategies, 
implementation, benefit-sharing, and monitoring and evaluation. 

Tailor approaches to the local context: The methods used should be adapted to local social, cultural, economic 
and ecological values and needs, and recognise the history of the landscape. It should draw on local and 
traditional knowledge as well as the latest science and best practice. 

Restore multiple ecosystem functions for multiple benefits: FLR should aim to enhance multiple ecological, 
social and economic functions across the landscape and generate ecosystem goods and services that benefit 
multiple stakeholder groups.

Manage adaptively for long-term resilience: FLR approaches should seek to enhance the resilience of ecosystems 
and people over the medium and long term, and be adjusted over time to reflect changing environmental 
conditions, knowledge, capacities, stakeholder needs and societal priorities. 

Source: Adapted from IUCN’s primer on FLR, available at https://www.iucn.org/theme/forests/our-work/forest-
landscape-restoration. 

Successful FLR implementation requires working with 
stakeholders to identify, negotiate and implement forest 
restoration practices that are appropriate to the local context 
and can effectively balance social,  economic and ecological 
objectives (Sabogal et al. 2015). As discussed further below, 
full and meaningful participation of community members, 
including Indigenous Peoples and other vulnerable and 
marginalised groups, is critical. Flexible, adaptive governance 
is also essential, both to apply lessons learned through 
implementation, and to respond to changing conditions. 

FLR for climate change mitigation and adaptation 

As noted in the introduction, forest loss and degradation are 
key sources of GHG in the ASEAN countries (Estoque et al. 
2019; Pearson et al. 2017). This has made forest protection 
and restoration a priority in climate strategies across the 
region, including in a majority of ASEAN Member States’ 
Nationally Determined Contributions (NDCs) under the Paris 

Agreement (Taylor 2018).  Several Southeast Asian countries 
have actively pursued finance under the REDD+ programme 
(Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest 
Degradation),  and some are also hosting forest projects 
designed to generate credits for voluntary carbon markets. 

A recent study estimated that “cost-effective” forest-based 
natural climate solutions (less than US$100 per tCO

2
e) in 

tropical forest countries could remove up to 5.5 Gt CO
2
e 

per year from the atmosphere (Griscom et al. 2020; see 
also WWF 2020). Indonesia alone holds 726 Mt CO

2
e 

of that potential, among the highest in the world, and 
Malaysia, another 163 Mt CO

2
e. Significant potential exists 

in Myanmar, Vietnam, Thailand, Lao PDR and Cambodia as 
well; in Lao PDR, it far exceeds total GHG emissions.

Climate action in the forestry sector has an important 
additional benefit: along with reducing emissions and 
enhancing biodiversity, they often increase resilience to 
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climate change (Meybeck et al. 2020). The ecosystem 
services provided by healthy forests and trees directly 
contribute to livelihoods and can provide important 
protection: mitigating flooding and landslides, for example, 
preventing soil erosion, and reducing the impacts of climate 
variability and extreme events such as floods, droughts, 
heavy winds and heat waves. In addition, forest restoration 
enhances the availability of forest products, such as 
nutritious foods, medicines and oils, that contribute to 
households’ diets and can supplement their incomes,
and it can improve the productivity of the surrounding land. 

With its attention to human needs as well as with ecosystem 
health, FLR may be particularly well suited to achieving 
mitigation and adaptation benefits together. FLR can 
contribute to increasing landscape productivity, enhancing 
ecosystem resilience and reducing the vulnerability of forest-
dependent communities (Stanturf et al. 2015). At the same 
time, it can increase carbon sequestration, reduce emissions 
and air pollution from wildfires, reduce emissions from land 
use change, and help make agriculture more sustainable.

Through inclusive governance, FLR can also help avoid 
unintended negative impacts from forest protection and 
restoration projects – such as the loss of livelihoods or 
environmental harm (e.g. from monoculture plantations 
that may add a great number of trees, but fail to foster 
biodiversity). Well implemented FLR ensures the meaningful 
participation and contribution of forest dwellers in decision-
making, and it incorporates practices that build communities’ 
resilience and adaptive capacities. By recognising political, 
technical and financial trade-offs that may arise, FLR can 
also help avoid maladaptation (Reinecke and Blum 2018). 

FLR in Southeast Asia 

As discussed above, forest loss and degradation are serious 
problems across Southeast Asia, with implications not 
only for GHG emissions, but also for ecosystems health, 
landscape productivity, and resilience to climate change
and extreme events. ASEAN Member States are well aware 
of this issue, and most have prioritised forest restoration.

In Indonesia, over 150 official rehabilitation projects 
have been introduced over the last 50 years to conserve 
watersheds and restore degraded lands (FAO and RECOFTC 
2016). Those efforts have included widespread tree-
planting, the establishment of industrial forest plantations, 
conversion of cropland to forests, ecosystem restoration, 
and the reclamation of former mines (Nawir et al. 2016) – 
and some have taken holistic FLR approaches. Forest tenure 
reforms have also played an important role in changing how 
landscape resources are managed, shifting away from the 
exclusive state ownership of forests beginning in the 1980s. 

In Malaysia, FLR projects have successfully restored forest 
habitat, helping to protect wildlife. For example, in 2007,
FLR was identified as a key strategy for protecting 
endangered orangutans on the island of Borneo, by re-
establishing the forest’s structure, productivity and 
species diversity (Mansourian, Fung, et al. 2020). By 2013, 
orangutans were seen using restored areas, and the work 
continues. However, monitoring has found that as the 
project has gone on, the survival rate of planted trees has 
decreased because of lack of maintenance and limited post-
planting management. In the state of Sarawak, meanwhile, 
the Forest Department is leading FLR projects that aim 
to plant 35 million trees between 2021 and 2025 (WWF 
2021). Degraded forest areas are also being enriched with 
high-value timber species using FLR approaches, combining 
ecosystem restoration with efforts to improve rural 
livelihoods (Forest Department Sarawak 2021). The Forest 
Department advocates for an inclusive participatory process 
and heavy involvement from the private sector and non-
governmental organizations along with the government
and local communities.

In Myanmar, the government underlined its commitment 
to forest restoration in 2016 with the establishment of 
the Myanmar Reforestation and Rehabilitation Program, 
which aims to restore 1.2 million hectares of degraded and 
deforested lands by 2026 while improving environmental 
conditions and enhancing rural livelihoods. The country’s 
Forestry Department hosted a national workshop where 
stakeholders highlighted the importance of national and 
local-level data to inform landscape restoration planning 
(IUCN 2018b). A multi-criteria spatial analysis was then used 
to identify restoration opportunities and determine where 
restoration efforts could deliver the most benefits to local 
communities. In addition, the Restoration Initiative, a four-
year project launched in 2018, is working to enhance support 
for FLR in national and subnational policy frameworks, 
mobilise finance for FLR projects, and restore priority 
areas in the Sagaing Region (Stanturf et al. 2015).  The 
work focuses on supporting natural generation, clarifying 
land tenure, avoiding conversion to non-forest uses; and 
integrating biodiversity conservation into management 
plans. 

In Thailand, FLR has been implemented through community 
forestry, which was first adopted in the 1970s and has 
seen a resurgence in the past decade (Virapongse 2017). 
Thousands of community forests have been registered in 
recent years, allowing local communities to use upland 
forest resources while maintaining and increasing the 
forests. Community forestry networks are also increasingly 
working with sub-district and district administrative units, 
offering opportunities for knowledge exchange, and actively 
advocating for legislative reforms (RECOFTC 2011). 
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In 2013, the Philippines launched the Integrated Natural 
Resources and Environmental Management Project to 
specifically address unsustainable forest management in 
several river basins. It involved a mix of forestry investments, 
including conservation farming, agroforestry, and commercial 
tree plantations, alongside different modes of natural 
resource management (Celeridad 2020). Forestry has 
been recognised as an important element in the country’s 
food security. Using agroforestry, especially multi-strata 
agroforestry systems, as an approach in FLR is a way to 
diversify local livelihoods, enhance ecosystem services, and 
promote more sustainable water resource management. 

In Vietnam, reforestation efforts have been underway for 
decades, mainly aiming to meet demand for industrial timber 
use, but also to boost rural livelihoods. While the country 
was successful in quickly increasing forest cover after the 
Vietnam-American war, an assessment of forests in Quang 
Tri province found that the forests were generally of poor 
quality, mainly monoculture plantations (IUCN 2018a). 
Province officials have worked with IUCN to implement 
FLR approaches, recognising that healthy, biodiverse forests 
may take two or three decades to develop. Other concerted 
landscape restoration efforts in the country have successfully 
enhanced ecological functions such as sediment retention, 
habitat provision and carbon storage (Mollins 2020). Although 
planted forests cannot replicate the vast ecosystem services 
that natural forests provide, understanding what they do offer 
can help scientists and planners shape land management 
strategies to maximise potential benefits. 

FLR finance and land tenure

Forest landscape restoration has many benefits, but it is 
costly and can be challenging to implement. Commonly used 
financing methods direct government spending, development 
aid and climate finance, support from philanthropies or other 
organisations, and crowd-funding. The more degraded the 
forest, the higher the cost of restoration and the greater the 
risks of investment. 

Research has shown that for every US$1 invested in restoring 
landscapes can contribute to between US$7 and US$30 in 
economic benefits for the local community (Ding et al. 2017). 
However, any analysis of FLR that focuses only on its direct 
economic benefits will fail to capture much of that value, 
ignoring the public goods created and the inter-generational 
nature of restoration, for instance (Verdone and Seidl 2017). 

FAO recommends broader cost-benefit analyses as well as 
improved marketing of FLR projects, “to demonstrate that 
investments in FLR should be considered in some cases as 
impact investments” (FAO 2015, p.11). It is also important 
to balance the provision of public goods and services with 

private sector benefits to ensure that projects can be 
financially sustainable in the long run. FLR projects should 
be marketed to attract long-term investors, as benefits are 
usually seen on a longer time scale. 

International sources of finance that can be used for FLR 
include voluntary carbon markets, Reducing Emissions 
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) and 
payment for ecosystem services (PES) schemes. Finance is 
also provided through bilateral development cooperation, 
multilateral banks and other entities. With growing global 
interest in FLR, it is anticipated that additional mechanisms 
will arise (Stanturf et al. 2015). 

To engage local communities in the financing flow, customary 
tenure or an offer of restoration bonds will be needed. The 
Tenure Facility’s approach – to provide direct funding for 
Indigenous Peoples and local communities to support their 
efforts to gain formal land tenure and their active involvement 
in collective land and forest governance  – is a step in the right 
direction to prevent conflict and their forced displacement 
from their traditional lands (Erbaugh et al. 2020).  

But while legal land tenure and related property rights can be 
important to the success of FLR, the implementation of such 
reforms to encourage or facilitate FLR and ensure beneficial 
outcomes is not straightforward. The viability of reforms 
depends on the prevailing institutional and governance 
context of forest management (de Jong et al. 2018). In other 
words, the benefits of legal tenure reforms may be limited by 
a country’s broader approach to land and forest governance. 

Equity and inclusion considerations in FLR  

In some cases, FLR approaches may have negative impacts, 
such as the loss of livelihoods in the near term (Höhl et al. 
2020). Implementing partners must be sensitive to these 
possibilities and work with local communities to ensure they 
share the benefits of FLR projects.

As noted in the introduction, about 1.6 billion people 
worldwide depend fully or partly on forests and are 
vulnerable to the compounding risks of deforestation and 
climate change (Meybeck et al. 2019). When designing 
interventions, it is important to understand the extent to 
which different people rely on forests for livelihoods, food 
and nutrition security, and well-being, particularly in poorer 
communities. Forest dependence ranges from relying on 
forest resources for subsistence, to the use of forest products 
to supplement livelihoods and nutrition, to commercial 
activities. Forests may also hold cultural and religious value 
for communities. 

Like all climate and development interventions, it is essential 
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that FLR projects consider gender equity and broader social 
inclusion to ensure that all stakeholders in a landscape can 
reap the benefits – with special attention to vulnerable 
and marginalised groups. The impacts of climate change 
disproportionately affect women, Indigenous peoples, ethnic 
minorities and low-income populations (Khadka et al. 2015), 
and they often also face barriers in accessing information, 
training and resources to engage in climate-smart land
use projects. 

Although there are few studies focusing on the socio-
economic aspects of restoration activities, there is growing 
evidence that inclusive stakeholder engagement is correlated 
with long-term restoration success (César et al. 2021). 
Inclusive efforts contribute to the ultimate aim of the 
Sustainable Development Goals, which is to ensure that
no one is left behind.  

The engagement of Indigenous Peoples and local 
communities in FLR merits particular attention, as they make 
up a large share of the forest-dependent population, and 
forest degradation directly affects their lives and livelihoods 
(Mansourian, Parrotta, et al. 2020). At the international 
level, the participation of local and Indigenous communities 
in ecosystem protection and restoration is increasingly 
recognised as crucial. Benefit-sharing is also essential, as 
the benefits of FLR are often produced on the basis of their 
knowledge and resources (Parks 2018). At the same time, 
when implementing restoration projects, caution must be 
used to ensure that local communities are not restricted 
from accessing and using forest resources or carrying out 
farming practices that are essential to their culture. “Local 
livelihoods, access and rights of communities, governance and 
participation make essential components of any integrated 
project” (Rizvi et al. 2015, p.15). 

Gender equity is also crucial to ensuring the effectiveness 
and sustainability of FLR activities. While there have been 
gains in systematically including and meeting the needs of 
women in development projects, cultural norms sometimes 
hinder equal participation in land management decisions 
(Baynes et al. 2019).  Gender-responsive FLR requires an 
understanding of the roles, rights and responsibilities of 
community members and local stakeholders and the main 
drivers of forest degradation. Although it can be difficult to 
achieve equity for women in FLR projects, programming that 
recognises and plays to the different strengths and roles that 
women and men have in FLR implementation are key to the 
success of the projects.

In some contexts, FLR projects are implemented amidst 
weak governance, land tenure conflicts and discrimination. 
A human rights-based approach is essential to highlight the 
fundamental principles that duty-bearers are committed 

to, ensuring that the rights of the poor and marginalised are 
promoted, protected and fulfilled. Ultimately, FLR projects 
must be co-created and implemented with local communities. 

Relevant ASEAN guidelines and frameworks 

The ASEAN Guidelines for Agroforestry Development 
explicitly address FLR, highlighting its potential to increase 
community resilience and contribute to climate change 
adaptation (ASEAN 2018a). Agroforestry is described as one 
of the approaches used in FLR, as it contributes to enhancing 
ecosystem health. Senior ASEAN forestry officials have also 
discussed FLR together as part of discussions on the Bonn 
Challenge and a potential ASEAN pledge under it
(IUCN Asia 2019).  

Several other ASEAN documents endorse the underlying 
principles of FLR, even if they do not explicitly discuss FLR. 
For example, one of the goals of the Vision and Strategic 
Plan of Action for ASEAN Cooperation in Food, Agriculture 
and Forestry (2016–2025) is to achieve sustainable forest 
management. In that context, the plan notes that ASEAN’s 
forests “are among the most diverse ecosystems on Earth and 
play an important role in the global carbon cycle,” and they 
also “contribute substantial economic, socio- cultural and 
ecological value, produce a variety of goods and supply crucial 
environmental services to communities, businesses and the 
public sector” (ASEAN 2015, p.10). The plan also notes that 
Member States will pursue REDD+ and international climate 
finance to complement their own resources in supporting 
this work, and that ASEAN will need to meet international 
standards for sustainable forest management, conservation 
and protection.

Similarly, one of the “strategic thrusts” of the ASEAN Multi-
Sectoral Framework for Climate Change: Agriculture and 
Forestry is to advance integrated mitigation and adaptation 
through “landscape approaches to safeguard food and 
nutrition security, promote sustainable livelihoods, and 
improve climate resiliency especially among poor farmers and 
other vulnerable groups” (ASEAN 2018b, p.4). Not only would 
FLR projects fit well within that vision, but the framework 
specifically mentions the promotion of appropriate 
Indigenous practices in agriculture, forestry and fisheries; 
ecosystem-based adaptation; agroforestry; REDD+ projects; 
and improved land use governance as part of this work. 

ASEAN Member States’ national policies also increasingly 
reflect an appreciation of landscape approaches and of the 
need to engage with local and Indigenous communities and 
address livelihood concerns as part of efforts to protect and 
restore forests. Many AMS highlight the role of forests in 
mitigating climate change in their Nationally Determined 
Contributions (NDCs) as well. 
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Recommendations for policy-makers

 f Explicitly identify FLR as a preferred approach to forest 
protection and restoration, particularly in areas with 
Indigenous and local 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. 

 f Incorporate FLR in NDCs and long-term strategies 
(LTSs) under the Paris Agreement, with clear targets 
for FLR’s role in climate change mitigation and 
adaptation as well in socio-economic development.

 f 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.

 f Building on the 2019 discussions around the Bonn 
Challenge, convene ASEAN stakeholders to discuss 
ways 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.

 f The provision of public goods and services needs to be 
balanced with private sector benefits to ensure long-
term investment and the sustainability of restoration 
efforts.

Recommendations for development partners 
and project implementers

 f 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 on 
the livelihoods and resilience of local people, including 
Indigenous Peoples, women and other marginalised 
groups. 

 f Promote the sustainable practices of Indigenous 
Peoples and local communities, 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. 

 f Align FLR projects with internationally accepted best 
practices and scientific evidence, and adopt adaptive 
management to incorporate new knowledge gained 
through projects over time and adjust approaches 
in response to new evidence or changes in local 
conditions. 

 f Design and implement robust monitoring, reporting 
and evaluation systems for FLR projects, including 
climate, ecosystem health, socio-economic, and equity 
and inclusion metrics, to gauge the effectiveness of 
FLR interventions and ensure that any documented 
benefits are sustained over time.

 f Recognise that FLR is a long-term approach to 
landscape restoration. 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.

 f Support the continued participation of local 
communities and Indigenous Peoples in multilateral 
governance platforms on forests, biodiversity and 
climate change, such as the Convention on Biological 
Diversity and the Paris Agreement.

An agenda for action

Southeast Asia has some of the world’s richest tropical forest 
resources, but it is also losing forest cover at alarming rates. 
It is crucial to scale up forest protection and restoration 
efforts across the region – but not only plant more trees, but 
directly address the drivers of forest loss, working closely 
with communities to improve ecosystem health while also 
enhancing livelihoods. FLR is thus an important part of the 
solution. Multiple projects are already undervway 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
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