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descriptive approach based on literature analysis, in-depth
interviews, and field observations. The study focuses on forest
governance in Indonesia while drawing comparisons to global
frameworks such as the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGS)
and REDD+ initiatives. Findings reveal a significant gap between
policy design and on-the-ground implementation, highlighting
the challenges of institutional fragmentation, land tenure
insecurity, and competing development priorities. Community-
based forest management (CBFM) emerges as an effective

strategy when supported by legal recognition and cultural
integration, but often lacks sufficient policy support. The study
underscores the need for inclusive, rights-based governance
models that integrate scientific and Indigenous knowledge,
strengthen  cross-sectoral ~ coordination, and  promote
environmental education. Forests must be reimagined not as
extractive resources but as vital systems for ecological balance
and intergenerational equity.

INTRODUCTION

Forests are not merely collections of trees they are complex, dynamic ecosystems
that provide irreplaceable environmental, economic, social, and cultural functions. They
act as the lungs of the Earth, absorbing massive amounts of carbon dioxide and releasing
oxygen that supports life. Forests regulate the global water cycle, prevent soil erosion,
stabilize climate patterns, and support biodiversity at an unparalleled scale. According to
the United Nations, over 1.6 billion people worldwide depend directly on forests for their
livelihoods. In addition, forests have spiritual and cultural significance for many
Indigenous communities, whose traditional knowledge and practices are often intricately
linked to the health of forest ecosystems.

Despite their immense value, forests across the globe are being destroyed at
alarming rates. Industrial expansion, agricultural encroachment, mining activities,
infrastructure development, and weak environmental governance are major drivers of
deforestation. In tropical regions such as Southeast Asia, Latin America, and Central
Africa, forest loss is accelerating due to both legal and illegal activities. In Indonesia,
large-scale palm oil plantations and logging operations have significantly reduced forest
cover, often at the expense of biodiversity, Indigenous land rights, and climate stability.
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This situation is exacerbated by overlapping land use regulations, lack of coordination
among government institutions, and inadequate monitoring and enforcement
mechanisms.

Forest degradation has far-reaching consequences. It contributes to climate
change through the release of stored carbon, reduces the resilience of communities to
natural disasters, and threatens the extinction of countless species. Furthermore,
deforestation often leads to social injustice, displacing Indigenous peoples and rural
communities from their ancestral lands. These conflicts highlight the need for a paradigm
shift in how forests are perceived not merely as resources to be exploited, but as living
systems that are central to our collective survival.

In response to these challenges, the global community has begun to recognize the
essential role of forests in achieving sustainable development. The Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs) provide a universal framework that links environmental
protection with economic growth and social inclusion. Specifically, SDG 13 (Climate
Action) and SDG 15 (Life on Land) emphasize the urgent need to halt deforestation and
restore degraded forest lands. However, achieving these goals requires not only policy
alignment but also strong political will, community engagement, and interdisciplinary
collaboration.

In this context, forests are no longer just environmental concerns they are
political, economic, and ethical issues. Sustainable forest governance demands a
multistakeholder approach involving governments, civil society, Indigenous
communities, scientists, and the private sector. Initiatives such as REDD+ (Reducing
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation) have shown potential by
providing financial incentives for forest conservation, but their success depends on
institutional integrity, land tenure clarity, and inclusive benefit-sharing mechanisms.

Scientific research plays a pivotal role in informing and shaping these processes.
A deeper understanding of the links between forest conservation and sustainable
development is crucial for designing adaptive, locally relevant, and equitable policy
solutions. Research must also address the socio-political dimensions of forest loss,
including corruption, marginalization of traditional knowledge, and unequal access to
decision-making. Moreover, as climate change intensifies, forests will become even more
essential in building climate resilience, conserving biodiversity, and sustaining global
human development.

This study, therefore, aims to critically examine the current state of forest
governance, assess the level of integration of sustainable development principles, and
explore viable pathways toward inclusive and long-term forest management strategies.
By shedding light on both the challenges and opportunities, this research seeks to
contribute meaningfully to global and national efforts in placing forests at the center of a
sustainable, equitable, and climate-resilient future.

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a qualitative descriptive method aimed at exploring the
multidimensional role of forests in achieving sustainable development. The choice of a
qualitative approach is grounded in the need to capture complex, contextual, and
interpretive insights into forest governance, environmental policy, and community
practices areas that cannot be fully understood through numerical data alone. Qualitative
research allows for a more flexible and human-centered analysis of how forest
conservation efforts are understood, contested, and implemented across different levels
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of society. Through this lens, the study aims to uncover not only the environmental
implications of forest loss, but also the socio-political dynamics that influence decision-
making and stakeholder engagement in forest management.

Data for this research were collected using three complementary techniques:
literature review, in-depth interviews, and field observations. The literature review
involved a comprehensive examination of existing academic studies, government
regulations, environmental reports, legal documents, and global frameworks such as the
United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), the REDD+ program, and
national forest policy instruments. These documents provided essential background
knowledge, revealed policy gaps, and offered a comparative understanding of
international and national forest conservation efforts.

In-depth interviews served as the primary tool for gathering first-hand information
from key stakeholders. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a diverse group
of participants, including government officials from environmental and forestry
departments, researchers and academics in sustainability and climate science, Indigenous
leaders with local ecological knowledge, NGO workers involved in forest restoration, and
community-based conservation practitioners. These interviews were designed to explore
informants’ perspectives on forest threats, conservation strategies, traditional forest
governance models, land rights, and the integration of forests into national development
planning. The open-ended nature of the interviews allowed respondents to speak freely,
enabling the researcher to probe deeper into issues that emerged organically during the
conversation.

In selected areas, direct field observations were also carried out to witness how
forest management and conservation efforts are practiced at the community level. These
visits helped contextualize the data gathered from interviews and literature by providing
tangible examples of participatory forest management, agroforestry, reforestation, and
conflict resolution in land use. Observations also captured the socio-cultural interactions
between communities and their forest environments—insights that are often overlooked
in policy documents.

The analysis process employed thematic coding, where data from various sources
were carefully reviewed, categorized, and interpreted based on recurring patterns and
central issues. Themes such as the drivers of deforestation, institutional challenges,
community empowerment, knowledge systems, climate resilience, and sustainable
development alignment were identified through iterative readings and comparison.
Triangulation was applied to strengthen the reliability of findings, ensuring consistency
across interview data, literature, and field notes. Reflexivity was also maintained
throughout the process to critically reflect on the researcher’s own assumptions and
positionality.

While the geographical focus of this research is primarily on the Indonesian
context given its rich forest resources and acute environmental challenges the analysis
draws upon global literature and comparative experiences from other forest-rich countries
to enhance general relevance. This method allows for both depth and breadth in
understanding how forests can serve not just as environmental assets, but as foundational
pillars in the pursuit of a sustainable, inclusive, and climate-resilient future.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The findings of this study reveal a complex landscape of forest governance, where
sustainability goals are often articulated in national policy documents but inconsistently
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implemented on the ground. While Indonesia has made formal commitments to
sustainable forest management through various international mechanisms, including the
Paris Agreement and REDD+ schemes, the operationalization of these commitments
remains fragmented. Key informants from both government and civil society
acknowledged that overlapping institutional mandates, limited coordination among
ministries, and frequent policy changes have created confusion in the field. In several
regions, forestry officers lacked clear guidance or resources to enforce conservation laws,
resulting in a gap between policy rhetoric and ecological realities. Furthermore,
corruption and weak enforcement often allow powerful private interests to bypass
regulations, accelerating land conversion and deforestation.

Community-based forest management (CBFM) emerged as one of the most
effective models for sustainable forest governance in the study. Field observations
documented numerous grassroots initiatives where local communities, particularly
Indigenous groups, managed forest areas using traditional systems such as customary law
(hukum adat) and communal agreements. These communities demonstrated adaptive land
use practices that balanced ecological preservation with livelihood needs, such as
rotational farming, non-timber forest product harvesting, and low-impact tourism.
However, these community efforts often operate in precarious legal environments. In
many cases, customary land claims are not formally recognized, leaving communities
vulnerable to displacement or land grabs by external actors. Additionally, lack of access
to capital, training, and market opportunities further constrains the scalability and
sustainability of these initiatives.

Another prominent theme was the tension between short-term economic interests
and long-term environmental sustainability. Interviews with stakeholders revealed that
forests are frequently framed by decision-makers as “unused” or “idle” lands, ripe for
conversion into plantations, mining sites, or infrastructure corridors. This narrative
marginalizes the ecological value of forests and the people who depend on them. Even in
areas designated as protected or conservation zones, enforcement is often lax, and
exemptions are easily granted to investors under the guise of national economic growth.
Environmental impact assessments, when conducted, are often seen as procedural hurdles
rather than meaningful evaluations. Such practices have contributed to the loss of
biodiversity, declining ecosystem services, and increased vulnerability of rural
populations to climate-related disasters.

The study also highlighted the importance of integrating scientific knowledge
with Indigenous ecological wisdom. In regions where participatory governance
mechanisms existed such as multistakeholder forest councils or village-based forest
committees there was greater inclusion of local voices in planning and monitoring. These
platforms facilitated the blending of satellite-based forest monitoring tools with
traditional indicators of forest health, such as changes in wildlife behavior, water patterns,
and sacred site degradation. Where this synergy was respected, conservation outcomes
were markedly stronger. Unfortunately, such integrative governance remains the
exception rather than the norm, with most forest policy still top-down and technocratic in
nature.

Social awareness and environmental education were also found to be significant
drivers of change. In areas where conservation messages were integrated into school
curricula, religious teachings, and community events, forest stewardship became a shared
value rather than a technical obligation. Youth involvement in forest-related activities,
such as seedling nurseries, mapping, and reforestation campaigns, contributed to
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intergenerational learning and local empowerment. Conversely, in areas lacking such
programs, apathy and misunderstanding about the importance of forests were more
common, particularly in urban or peri-urban communities disconnected from forest
landscapes.

Overall, the research underscores that achieving sustainable forest management
requires more than policy alignment; it necessitates a shift in values, institutional
behavior, and power dynamics. A truly sustainable path must involve not only stronger
laws but also deeper recognition of local agency, equitable benefit-sharing, long-term
ecological thinking, and culturally grounded stewardship practices. Without this, the
vision of forests as pillars of our future remains aspirational rather than actionable.

The findings of this study reinforce the notion that sustainable forest management
is not merely a technical or environmental issue, but one deeply embedded in political,
economic, and cultural systems. While national and international policy frameworks such
as the SDGs, REDD+, and climate agreements provide a strategic foundation for forest
conservation, their effectiveness ultimately depends on local-level implementation and
stakeholder engagement. The disconnect between top-down policy rhetoric and bottom-
up realities presents a recurring challenge. Many well-intentioned conservation programs
fail due to lack of institutional capacity, inadequate community consultation, or failure to
address the structural inequalities that shape access to land and resources.

The success of community-based forest management (CBFM) observed in the
field highlights the importance of recognizing and formalizing local knowledge and
governance systems. These findings are consistent with theories of participatory
development and environmental justice, which emphasize that sustainable outcomes are
more likely when local communities are empowered as active stewards rather than
passive beneficiaries. In areas where customary tenure is respected and collective
management is supported, forest health and socio-economic resilience are significantly
stronger. However, formal recognition of such systems remains limited, and many
communities face legal ambiguity that exposes them to external threats. Therefore, there
is a critical need for forest governance reforms that integrate legal pluralism, land tenure
security, and inclusive policymaking.

The study also sheds light on the broader conflict between extractive economic
models and ecological sustainability. Development strategies that prioritize short-term
gains such as expanding monoculture plantations, mining operations, or large
infrastructure projects continue to dominate forest policy agendas in many regions. These
strategies often ignore or undervalue the long-term ecosystem services provided by intact
forests, including water regulation, carbon sequestration, and biodiversity preservation.
This reinforces the critique that dominant economic paradigms are fundamentally
incompatible with ecological limits unless transformed through systemic change.
Achieving sustainable development in forest landscapes requires a shift from resource
exploitation to ecological restoration and landscape-based planning.

Additionally, the research findings point to the need for greater cross-sectoral and
multilevel coordination. Forest governance cannot be the responsibility of the forestry
sector alone; it must involve agriculture, infrastructure, education, finance, and
Indigenous affairs ministries in integrated and coherent policymaking. The absence of
such coordination leads to fragmented and often contradictory actions such as issuing
conservation permits in one agency while granting commercial concessions in the same
area by another. Strengthening policy coherence, building institutional trust, and
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improving accountability mechanisms are essential steps toward more effective forest
management.

Finally, the discussion emphasizes the transformative role of education and
cultural revitalization in shaping sustainable forest futures. Forests are not just ecological
assets; they are cultural landscapes that carry deep meaning for communities. Where this
relationship is nurtured through storytelling, intergenerational learning, spiritual practice,
and environmental education, a collective ethic of care for the forest can emerge. This
aligns with the concept of “biocultural conservation,” which recognizes that biodiversity
and cultural diversity are mutually reinforcing. Long-term sustainability, therefore, must
be built on both scientific evidence and the cultural values that bind people to their forests.

CONCLUSION

This study concludes that forests play a central and irreplaceable role in achieving
sustainable development, not only as ecological systems but also as socio-economic
and cultural foundations for communities and nations. While policy frameworks at
both the national and global levels have increasingly acknowledged the importance of
forest conservation, implementation gaps, institutional fragmentation, and competing
economic interests continue to undermine meaningful progress. The research
highlights that community-based forest management, when supported by legal
recognition, financial resources, and integration of traditional knowledge, offers a
powerful model for balancing conservation and development. However, such
approaches remain marginalized within dominant development agendas that favor
extractive industries and short-term economic growth. To build a truly sustainable
future, forest governance must shift toward inclusive, participatory, and rights-based
models that place ecological integrity and community well-being at the center.
Moreover, education, cross-sectoral policy coherence, and cultural revitalization are
essential pillars for transforming society’s relationship with forests. Without these
efforts, the vision of forests as engines of sustainability and guardians of future
generations will remain unfulfilled.

LITERATURE

Angelsen, A., & McNeill, D. (2019). Reducing Emissions from Deforestation and Forest
Degradation (REDD+): A Reader. CIFOR.

Arwida, S. D., Tacconi, L., & Lidén, R. (2020). Forest sustainability indicators for
REDD+ in Indonesia. Environmental Science & Policy, 108, 121-129.

Busch, J., & Ferretti-Gallon, K. (2020). What drives deforestation and what stops it? A
meta-analysis. Review of Environmental Economics and Policy, 14(2), 219-240.

CIFOR. (2021). Transforming forest landscapes: Pathways to sustainable development
in Indonesia. Center for International Forestry Research.

FAO. (2020). Global Forest Resources Assessment 2020 Main report. Food and
Agriculture Organization of the United Nations.

Gaveau, D. L. A,, Sheil, D., Hushayaen, & Salim, M. A. (2022). Deforestation and
industrial plantations in Indonesian Borneo. Environmental Research Letters,
17(1), 015002.

IPBES. (2019). Global Assessment Report on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services.
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem
Services.

Horizon, Vol. 2 No.1, May 2025 a7



Rahmat Purnomo

IPCC. (2023). AR6 Synthesis Report: Climate Change 2023. Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change.

Kementerian Lingkungan Hidup dan Kehutanan Republik Indonesia (KLHK). (2022).
Statistik Lingkungan Hidup dan Kehutanan 2022.

Larson, A. M., & Pulhin, J. M. (2019). Enhancing community forest rights: The promise
and limitations of participatory forest management. Forest and Society, 3(1), 59—
77.

Leal Filho, W., & Pretorius, R. (Eds.). (2020). Sustainable Development Goals and
Forests: A Global Perspective. Springer.

Mulyani, M., & Jepson, P. (2021). REDD+ policy implementation and challenges in
Indonesia. Forest Policy and Economics, 123, 102361.

Ostrom, E. (2020). Reappraising the commons: Forest governance and community
management. Ecological Economics, 169, 106499.

Pandit, R., & Laband, D. (2021). Forest management certification and sustainable
development goals: A global overview. Sustainability, 13(3), 1352.

Purwanto, R. H., & Purnomo, H. (2020). Forest conflict resolution in Indonesia: Learning
from local wisdom. Forest Policy and Economics, 111, 102082.

Santika, T., Wilson, K. A., Law, E. A,, et al. (2021). Community forest management in
Indonesia  improves livelihoods and reduces deforestation. Nature
Communications, 12(1), 1-9.

Tacconi, L., Rodrigues, R. J., & Maryudi, A. (2019). Law enforcement and deforestation:
Lessons for Indonesia from Brazil. Forest Policy and Economics, 108, 101943.

UNDP. (2021). Nature for Life: Forests and Sustainable Development. United Nations
Development Programme.

World Bank. (2020). Sustaining Forests: A Development Strategy. World Bank
Publications.

Yuliani, L., Moeliono, M., Adnan, H., et al. (2023). Integrating Indigenous knowledge in
forest governance: Lessons from East Kalimantan. Forest and Society, 7(1), 1-15.

48 Horizon, Vol. 2 No.1, May 2025



