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ABSTRACT
For most people in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA) woodfuel is the principal domestic fuel and traditional biomass
such as charcoal and fuelwood the preferred source of energy. While woodfuel is a vital part of local
livelihoods, both rural and urban, woodlands all over the continent face increasing pressures due to
growing demand, the effects of climate change, and a general lack of good governance. Organizations and
institutions trying to combat the degradation of forested landscapes and reverse the effects of bad
governance of woodfuel value chains are faced with the challenge of having to balance a multitude of
actors in the region, coordinate a vast net of interests and navigate through an often-incomprehensible
body of regulations and laws. The decisions that lead to the implementation of woodfuel interventions
move through a landscape of interests, ideas, and institutions, and eventually impact not just the woodfuel
value chains but also the livelihoods of the people who depend on it most.
This thesis sought to explore the interests, ideas and institutions that shape and affect the
institutional decision-making process behind woodfuel interventions. This was done through a qualitative
research design revolving around 11 expert interviews, a focus group discussion, and the attendance of a
three-day conference on bioenergy developments in SSA. The main findings of this thesis are in line with
existing literature and suggest that decision-making behind woodfuel interventions is deeply embedded in
political power-dynamics, in which governments and multilateral organizations negotiate projects in the
frame of development cooperation and have the sole decision-making power, while NGOs and local nonpolitical actors are left with only the power to inform decisions. According to overarching discourses around
sustainable development, climate change mitigation, and concerns over deforestation, donor
organizations increasingly allocate funding for sector-specific, short-term, and cost-efficient woodfuel
interventions, which cater to the commissioners’ interests but often fail to consider local preferences and
needs. The vital role of customary and traditional mechanisms and the socio-cultural value of woodfuel is
often overseen in such negotiation and conflicts over tenure rights, landscape-dependent livelihoods, and
corruption along woodfuel value chains arise where interests clash. This research suggests, that
acknowledging that these interconnected drivers shape decision-making and appreciating that the key to
sustainable woodfuel governance is the inclusion and recognition of all actors, ideas, and institutions, is
the first step towards building sustainable woodfuel governance systems in SSA..
Based on these findings I emphasize two entry-points to the development of improved woodfuel
interventions in SSA; (1) acknowledging the political nature of decision-making behind woodfuel
interventions and recognising the implication of the decision-making authority of donors and
commissioners, that are often unknowingly oblivious of local socio-economic and cultural contexts, and (2)
the need for increased inclusion of target groups in the decision-making process by strengthening their
agency and reinforcing their place at the negotiating table.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Woodfuel consumption constitutes a crucial source of energy for a vast majority of households in the global
south. Due to the accessibility and utility of wood, it has long been the principal domestic fuel for rural as
well as urban households in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), where in 2014 two-thirds of the population (620
million people) had no access to electricity and approximately 730 million people relied primarily on solid
biomass for fuel (IEA, 2014; Arevalo, 2016). In the energy sector woodfuel falls under bioenergy, which
comprises all biological and organic products out of which energy can be won, either through the burning
of the raw material, as is the case for traditional biomass such as fuelwood and charcoals, or through
processing of the raw material into energy dense gases or liquids. However, most woodfuels used in SSA
come in a solid state and comprise fuelwood or firewood, charcoal, wood chips, pellets and briquets or
wood residues (FAO, 2021). In this research, I will mostly refer to charcoal and fuelwood as woodfuel, as
they comprise the traditional biomass that constitutes the primary energy source for 80% of the population
in SSA (GBEP, 2021; Zulu, 2010). Naturally, woodfuel is derived from forests and woodlands and due to its’
omnipresent use in the region, represents not just an important resource for subsistence use, but also
carries an economic weight beyond subsistence alone. A vast number of people in SSA depend on the
collection, processing and selling of woodfuel for their livelihood, catering not just for regional but often
also cross-regional markets (Dovie et al., 2004; Cline-Cole et al., 1990; Atyi, 2016; Johnson et al, 2012).
With a lack of feasible energy alternatives and with a growing and increasingly urbanizing
population, the pressures on the remaining woodlands for the extraction of the precious wooden biomass
has increased consistently over recent decades (IEA, 2014; Klenk et al, 2012; Arevalo, 2016). Today
woodfuel is widely regarded as being a somewhat ‘dirty’ or primitive source of energy, which while it has
potentially negative effects on the environment, remains a crucial resource contributing to the socioeconomic wellbeing of households in SSA. In addition to an increasing demand for woodfuel in SSA, a core
issue leading to the degradation of woody resources can be found in inadequate natural resource
governance systems, which often stem from a lack of technical, knowledge or policy capacities (Schure et
al, 2013; Sepp, 2014; Ingram, 2015; Sola et al, 2019; Sepp, 2009; Weinlich et al, 2020; Krott, 2005). The
implications of unsustainable forest management are profound, especially in areas that are already as
severely affected by the effects of climate change as the Sahel region and woodfuel governance has
emerged as one of the wicked problems in SSA (Holmes, 2004; Barnes, 1990; Specht et al, 2015; Klenk et
al, 2012; Zulu, 2010; Ribot, 2003).
To understand what makes woodfuel governance a wicked problem one must first acknowledge
the complex and often ineffable web of actors impacting woodfuel supply chains in SSA. These actors all
have some intrinsic authority and right over woody resources, be it formal or informal, but tend to be
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driven by different interests, ideas, and institutions with often vastly differing levels of influence over the
decision-making regarding the resources (Sola et al, 2019; Ingram et al, 2015; Liljeblad et al, 2018; Darrow
et al, 2005; Miller et al, 2021). Institutional decision-making refers to the decisions made by organizations
or policymakers in interaction with other relevant actors (EAGeneva, 2021). From these decisions the
institutional arrangements emerge in which individuals move and act. Thus, the decisions made in the
frame of institutional decision-making produce the enabling, supporting, or prohibiting factors determining
how individuals can access and make use of resources. While the decision-making process regarding the
governance of woodfuel resources and specifically in woodfuel interventions is subject to often political
power dynamics, efforts aiming at developing or improving woodfuel supply chains in SSA are faced with
the challenge of balancing numerous multi-sectorial obstacles. Decision-makers must deal with years of lax
and confusing woodfuel regulations and laws in the region, complex and often conflicting land use
paradigms as well as the hard to access and often informal sectors and markets that comprise woodfuel
supply chains (Sola et al, 2019; Atyi, 2016; Ingram, 2015; Johnson et al, 2012; Weinlich et al, 2020; Movuh
et al, 2012; Sulaiman et al, 2017). Problems arise where the interests of decision-makers clash and grounds
for reciprocal understanding have not been established, often resulting in systems that are not fit to cater
to the needs of all stakeholders and groups involved and instead grant single actors or actor groups the
overarching decision-making power (McEwan et al, 2012; Krott, 2005; Movuh et al, 2012; Weinlich et al,
2020; Baumann, 2021). Pomey (et. Al, 2010, p. 709) defined Interests in the frame of political decision
making as the “[…] agendas of societal groups, elected officials, civil servants, researchers, and policy
entrepreneurs” and highlights their particular importance in institutional decision-making. Interests refer
to the question of how actors perceive monetary as well as non-monetary costs and benefits related to a
decision, the question of who benefits and who is left disadvantaged as well as the level to which the
different parties involved benefit or become disadvantaged by a decision (NCCHPP, 2014). Consequently,
it is the interests of the powerholders in the decision-making process behind woodfuel interventions that
shape and form the project at hand, and it is of utmost importance to identify the drivers that shape the
decision-making of these actors to understand why woodfuel interventions are being implemented the
way they are and why that is often suboptimal considering the context and potential of woodfuel supply
chains in SSA.
Interests however do not develop in a vacuum, they are shaped by the ideological and institutional
landscape decision-makers move through (Varshney et al, 1989; Humpage, 2010). Ideas stem from relevant
scientific knowledge as well as predominant values, cultures and discourses and define how a problem is
perceived. Pomey (et al, 2010, p. 709) describes ideas as the “[…] knowledge or beliefs about what is [or]
what ought to be […]”. Institutions on the other hand refer to the formal and informal norms and rules that
inform decision-makers on what can be or not be done about a problem at hand. Institutions come in many
shapes and forms and manifest in formal and informal “[…] government structures, policy networks, and
policy legacies.” (Pomey et al, 2010, p. 709) creating the visible or invisible guidelines that structure political
2

and organizational behaviour. Together ideas and institutions constitute the interests that decision-makers
pursue. Evidently, the rural settlement depending on their local forests for their energy needs, the local
ministry for natural resource management that wants to develop new timber markets, or the NGO that
wants to protect local forest ecosystems, will all have relevant, yet different drivers for their choice of
action. In this report, I refer to these actions as woodfuel interventions, which include any kind of conscious
interference in woodfuel value chains, both on the supply as well as the demand side, that alter the way
woodfuel resources are handled.
It is the choice of intervention that define and regulate how forests are maintained and woodfuel
supply chains organized, and grasping the way institutions arrive at decisions that impact the state of
natural resources is a crucial aspect of improving the governance of natural resources, improving rural and
urban livelihoods and develop improved and future-prove policies that are adapted to the wicked problems
of our times (Ribot, 2003; IUCN, 2020; Larson et al., 2008; Blomquist et al, 2007). To understand the choices
made by decision-makers in woodfuel interventions it is necessary to look at the interests, ideas and
institutions that shape the decision-making process behind woodfuel interventions. In this research, I
borrow from the Triple-I framework to do so. The framework is further described in Chapter 2.

1.1. The GML Project
To aid the mitigation of the impacts of unsustainable woodfuel governance in SSA the Center for
International Forestry Research (CIFOR), with the financial support of the European Union (EU), initiated a
four-year project in 2017 on identifying and solving knowledge, technical and policy gaps with regards to
sustainable woodfuel value chains in the region. Under the working title ‘Governing multifunctional
landscapes in Sub-Saharan Africa’ (GML)
the project aims at creating the capacities
necessary to manage the trade-offs
between social and ecological impacts of
woodfuel production and trade in SSA.
The project is concerned with the
identification of the formal and informal
drivers shaping woodfuel trade flows,
regulatory frameworks of woodfuel value
chains and corresponding value chains in
high-priority areas such as urban centres,
cross-border zones and refugee camps
and the potential benefits derived for
individuals,

households,

and

Figure 1: Map indicating the location of Cameroon in
SSA (WikiMedia-Commons, 2009)
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cooperatives. Partners of the project include the EFI, the FAO, the FFF, ICRAF and the GIZ. Besides
Cameroon the project is being implemented in the DRC, Kenya, and Zambia, whereby each country has a
unique set of project priorities.
The key framework underlying the GML project in SSA is the EU FLEGT Action Plan, which aims to
“[…] reduce illegal logging by strengthening sustainable and legal forest management, improving
governance and promoting trade in legally produced timber” (EUFLEGT, 2021). Woodfuel governance is a
core interest of the GML project as the institutional arrangements that constitute woodfuel governance
regimes provide access points to local forests and woody resources and thus impact and regulate forest
management and fight illegal logging and deforestation. CIFORs contribution to achieving the targets of
FLEGT in the region consist of capacity development initiatives and the improvement of charcoal and
woodfuel supply chains with a focus
on marginalized groups (GML, 2020).
The GML project area in
Eastern Cameroon is an area of
interest for this research. I worked in
cooperation
member

with

Pamela

formulation

of

CIFOR

staff-

Tabi

on

the

the

research

objective and questions for this
report. While CIFOR is not the
commissioner of this research, it
provided information and assistance
in the formulation of the research
aim and focus and supported me Figure 2: Map showing the GML target countries Cameroon,
the DRC, Kenya, and Zambia (GML, 2020).
throughout the research process.

1.2. Problem statement
While the role of interests, ideas and institutions in institutional decision-making is well established, little
research has been done on the interrelationship between the different drivers and its’ impact on the
governance of natural resources. Scholars and researchers such as Humpage (2010), Varshney (1989) and
Poteete (2003) used an interests-ideas-institutions lens to better understand the decision-making behind
complex issues such as the developments of tenure rights in Botswana, the agricultural revolution in India
or the formulation of social policy changes related to indigenous groups in New Zealand and Australia, but
this approach is yet to be applied on decision-making regarding forest governance. Unsurprisingly, much
information on woodfuel related decision-making is available, but often limited to either only one of the
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drivers or local or household level decision-making. There is a gap of information on how these
interconnected drivers collectively relate to the decisions made by organizations and institutions in the
frame of woodfuel interventions. In this research I attempt to fill this knowledge gap.
By acknowledging the importance of grasping the decision-making behaviour of the actors in
woodfuel supply chains, creating an understanding of the drivers that shape these decisions on an
institutional and organizational level has become a priority for CIFOR. As an organization active in the
implementation of woodfuel interventions CIFOR naturally has an interest in understanding what drives
institutional and organizational decision-makers in their choice or rejection of interventions. Consequently,
being able to relate what drives institutional and organizational decision-makers to CIFOR’s decisionmaking provides the organization with the ability to adapt, plan and propose projects and interventions to
the priorities and wants of potential donors and partner organizations. Relating this interest to the GML
project implemented by CIFOR in Eastern Cameroon, the problem statement for this research is:
“The CIFOR project-implementers of the GML project in Eastern Cameroon lack concise knowledge on the
drivers shaping institutional decision-making in woodfuel interventions in SSA and specifically in the
target area in Eastern Cameroon.”

1.3. Research Objective
This research has both a holistic perspective on SSA as a whole and where applicable a more specific focus
on the project area of the GML project in Eastern Cameroon. Dividing the focus like this accommodates the
fact that the research was conducted ex-situ and allows for a more comparative approach. The objective
of this research was formulated accordingly:
“In order to provide the CIFOR project implementers of the GML project in Eastern Cameroon with
tangible knowledge on entry-points that allow the development of improved woodfuel interventions for
sustainable and equitable woodfuel governance in Eastern Cameroon, this research explores the drivers
that shape institutional decision-making in woodfuel interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa and specifically
in Eastern Cameroon”.

1.4. Research Questions
This objective will be achieved by answering the following main research question and subsequent research
sub-questions.
Main Research Question: How do the drivers that shape institutional decision-making in woodfuel
interventions affect woodfuel governance in SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?

5

The sub-research questions are:
Research question 1: What interests and interest groups drive institutional decision-making behind
woodfuel interventions in SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
The rationale behind this question is to identify relevant actors and stakeholders in woodfuel interventions
in SSA and explore their general interests, power in the decision-making process and their position in the
power hierarchy.
Research question 2: Which key ideas and discourses drive institutional decision-making in woodfuel
interventions in SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
The rationale behind this question is to identify and develop an understanding of the discourses that shape
actors’ perspectives in woodfuel interventions, the bodies of knowledge they consult to advocate their
ideas and the general ideological factors that lead to the adoption of specific woodfuel interventions.
Research question 3: Which formal and informal institutions drive institutional decision-making behind
woodfuel interventions in SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
The rationale behind this question is to create an understanding of the formal and informal institutions
that impact actors’ decision-making in woodfuel interventions and explore the role these play in shaping
the interests embedded in woodfuel interventions.

1.5. Thesis Outline
This thesis comprises eight chapters. The current sub-chapter is at the end of the Introduction chapter,
which presented the general context of this research, the background of the study area, the problem
statement, objective, and research questions. In the second chapter, Theoretical Framework, the
theoretical framework consulted for this research is introduced. In the third chapter, Methodology, the
overarching methodological approach of this research and the corresponding data collection and analysis
methods are described. In the fourth, fifth and sixth chapter, the results are being presented, following the
structure of the theoretical framework introduced in the second chapter. The last sub-chapter of each of
these chapters bridges the relevant findings to the GML project. In the seventh chapter, Discussion, I
systematically answer the three research sub-questions presented at the beginning of this report and
discuss my findings by reflecting them against existing literature, reflecting on both my methodology and
theoretical approach, and reflecting on the overall relevance of my research in the broader scientific frame.
The eighth chapter, Conclusion and Recommendations, concludes the findings and answers the main
research question raised at the beginning of this thesis. In the last sub-chapter of chapter eight I present
recommendations that I formulated based on my findings and steered towards the commissioner of this
research, CIFOR.
6

2. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND
In the following chapter, the theoretical background and the conceptualization of theories used in this
research are described. As emphasized in the introduction, the core drivers of institutional decision-making
can be found in the interests, ideas and institutions that impact decision-makers and shape them in the
way they perceive problems and solutions and consequently make decisions. The conceptual framework
used in this research accommodating these drivers is the Triple-I framework, which stems from Rational
Choice Theory (RCT) and comprises interests, ideas and institutions while acknowledging their
interconnectedness. It is a ‘tentative framework’, as Humpage (2010, p. 239) put it, and because of that a
promising lens to view a delicate and multifaceted process such as institutional decision-making. The
research questions mentioned in the previous chapter were formulated in consideration of the three
pillars, or Triple-I’s, with each question referring to the framework and its related indicators to allow for
the exploration of (RQ.1.) interests, (RQ.2.) ideas and (RQ.3.) institutions.

2.1. Rational Choice Theory (RCT)
The IUCN (2020) defines natural resource governance as “[…] the norms, institutions and processes that
determine how power and responsibilities over natural resources are exercised, how decisions are taken,
and how citizens […] participate in and benefit from the management of natural resources”. In this context,
this research is concerned with the governance of woodfuel resources and aims to explore the drivers that
shape decision-making on an institutional and organizational level. I will attempt to identify key drivers that
shape institutional decision-making by borrowing from theory and literature on rational choice theory
(RCT) and political decision-making theory.
Decision-making is generally defined as the act of choosing between alternative actions with
differing outcomes (Galotti, 2002). Rational Choice Theory (RCT) derived from the scientific discourse
around decision-making and aims at explaining how and why people end up making specific choices. It is
an approach to understanding socio-economic behaviour based on the assumption that independent
individuals make choices based on inherently selfish motives, suggesting that a rational individual makes
decisions only based on the perceived personal benefits and costs a particular action might result in.
According to RCT, an individual will choose whatever action results in the biggest benefits and least costs
for him- or herself. Through the acknowledgement that non-monetary benefits and costs can shape an
individuals’ rational decision-making ability, RCT has moved from a purely economic behavioural theory to
a socio-economic one. However, it remains reductive, and precisely because of that, a useful approach that
frames the decision-making process to the simple task of weighting (monetary as well as non-monetary)
costs and benefits in order to choose between alternative actions (Wittek, 2013).
The underlying assumptions of ‘rationality’ in RCT refers firstly to an awareness and secondly to a
7

consideration of all factors that might be relevant or impactful on a choice. This means that a rational
decision is not one based on intuition or convenience, but one carefully constructed based on information
that critically reflects on one’s objective as well as the circumstances in which a decision is being taken
(Galotti, 2002). Closely related to the notion of information is the principle of institutions in RCT.
Institutions are often referred to as the ‘rules of the game’ in decision-making contexts. Douglass North
(1991, p. 97), Nobel Prize winner and world-renowned economic scientist, defined institutions as the “[…]
informal constraints (sanctions, taboos, customs, traditions, and codes of conduct), and formal rules
(constitution, laws, property rights)” that shape and constrain political and socio-economic behaviour and
interactions. Institutions, not to be confused with institutes or organizations, thus directly or indirectly
impact the decision that we take, be it the decision to follow traditional methods because it was always
done like that or the decision to refrain from leaving trash in nature because it is forbidden by local
authorities. The role of such institutions in RCT is crucial and has been at the core of the socio-scientific
discourse around decision-making.
Nevertheless, RCT is merely a lens through which one can view the processes of decision-making.
It is an umbrella term that summarizes a multifaceted theoretical discourse around the nature of rationality
and its’ relation to choice. The core principle of RCT is the assumption that a rational actor ranks
alternatives and chooses the one with the best payoff or highest expected utility. This principle is similarly
applicable to virtually any organization that makes decisions or solves problems. Where organizational
decision-making theory differs most from individual decision-making theory is in its’ focus on clearly
defined strategies of problem-solving that must be collectively agreed upon by some kind of board as
opposed to the egocentric and flexible decision-making pathway an individual might choose. Numerous
organizational decision-making strategies have been identified or good practices developed specifically to
aid organizations and collectives in making decisions. Tarter and Hoy (1998) for instance identified and
summarized seven major decision-making strategies they found most organizations consulted and defined
what they refer to as the ‘classical model’ of decision making simply as an optimizing strategy. They claim
that the optimizing strategy aims at identifying a problem or issue, diagnosing it, defining possible
alternatives, examining potential consequences of choosing one and eventually deciding and implementing
the chosen alternative. While the classical model as defined by Tarter and Hoy (1998) resembles the
principle of RCT, other strategies they identified followed different prioritizing mechanisms, or, perhaps to
the liking of a certain American ex-president, do away with rationality and rely on chance rather than
strategy (e.g., trashcan strategy).
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2.2. The Triple-I framework
Tarter and Hoy (1998, p. 219) concluded that “[…] organizations have intentions that lead to behaviours”,
referring to the fact that organizations are in essence collaborations of people with often differing interests,
values, and norms. They refer to the principles of RCT and speak of political decision-making as an approach
based on personal rationality, claiming that “[s]trong ideologies, a dominant individual, or a group of
powerholders […]” (Tarter et al, 1998, p. 219) can shape an organization’s decision-making behaviour. This
observation is crucial in understanding the dynamics of policymaking in the frame of resource governance
as it indicates its’ human nature and the fact that personal interests and internal power dynamics have the
potential to outweigh interests in the common good. Humpage (2010), Varshney (1989) and Poteete (2003)
suggest that generally decisions in political arenas are being made in a landscape defined by what she refers
to as the Triple-I: Ideas, Interests, and Institutions. Humpage (2010) further argues that, while interests
remain at the core of political decision-making when all aspects of the Triple-I framework are considered
and applied the eventual choice of alternatives will change accordingly. Political decision-making thus
builds on the principles of RCT in that it suggests that a rational actor with an inherent interest ranks and
chooses alternatives while supported or constrained by ideas and discourses and relevant rules, norms,
and values.
In conclusion, the Triple-I framework suggests that to understand institutional decision-making
one must pay attention to the interplay between rational organizational actors, formal and informal
institutions, and ideas. Arguing that any organization concerned with the governance of natural resources
is indeed a political entity and thus follows political decision-making patterns, I will borrow from the TripleI framework in this research. I will apply it in identifying
the relevant drivers shaping institutional decision-making
in woodfuel interventions by exploring the corresponding
interests, ideas, and formal and informal institutions. I
refer to the NCCHPP (2014) booklet on the Triple-I and
the methodology of a case study by Humpage (2010) as
guidelines for the identification of relevant indicators for
interests, ideas, and institutions. Triple-I indicators
outlined by Humpage (2010) and the NCCHPP (2014)
booklet serve as the foundation for the formulation of an
interview topic guide (Annex 2), a questionnaire (Annex
3) and a topic list for a focus group discussion (Annex 5).
Furthermore, the indicators were translated into codes
(Annex 4) and used for the analysis of interviews. In the
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Figure 3: A visualization of the Triple-I
framework and its' interplay (NCCHPPA,
2014).

following sub-chapters, I further unravel these principles and describe how I conceptualized them in this
research. Figure 4 at the end of this chapter gives an overview of how I conceptualize the Triple-I framework
in this research.

2.2.1. INTERESTS
Interests refer to the agendas of decision-makers and how these relate to choices made. They define how
an issue or problem is framed and can lead to conflicts where the interests of stakeholders involved in a
decision-making context clash (Pomey et al, 2010; NCCHP, 2014). The first thing to acknowledge when
engaging with decision-makers is the fact that any actor in a decision-making context, or in the context of
any project implementation, has an agenda. Oftentimes these are clearly defined for the sake of
transparency, an organizations’ mission statement for instance gives insights into the overarching objective
of the organization at hand, but more often agendas are not carried out in the open and manifest only in
decision-making behaviours. Interests develop in the interplay between institutions and ideas and
acknowledging the process that shaped the decision-makers’ interests can allow researchers to understand
decision-making better (Poteete, 2003). Appreciating, that informal institutions such as experiences of
conflict, in combination with discourses around for instance decentralization and recognition of traditional
tenure rights, might explain for instance the seemingly irrational interest of a community in rural SSA to
not cooperate with national authorities in developing woodfuel governance systems. Keijzer (et al, 2019)
claimed that “[…] [t]oday’s global development narrative has become more inclusive and broader in terms
of subject-matter, the actors involved and the interests that drive them”, indicating the role interests have
especially in terms of shaping development interventions and the decision-making process behind them.
Ashutosh Varshney (1989), a political scientist from Harvard and one of the first to look at ideas,
interests and institutions as interconnected factors shaping political decision-making, found interests to be
a major influence on the adoption of innovations and formulation of policies. He researched the interests
that shaped the political decision-making behind policy changes in India’s agricultural strategies during the
1960s and found that during the period of policy change no specific organised efforts of interest-groups
pushing their personal agendas could be identified. However, he found that it was inherited power
dynamics that steered the direction of the policy change, with powerful interest groups such as large
landowners and upper-caste associations preventing the Indian government from reforming rural India
through land reforms and capacity development efforts. Instead, these powerful interest groups influenced
the policy makers towards the formulation of policies based on improvements in technology and pricing
incentives rather than policies changing the status quo of tenure rights in the country. This observation
raises the issue of power as an important aspect in policy decisions, both as a manifestation of interests as
well as a lens through which relationships between stakeholders in decision-making situations should be
viewed.
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Besides intra-national and international interest groups, Varshney (1989) also highlighted the
influence of interest groups within the government as influential drivers behind decision-making. He found
that interests within the government were often separated from the agricultural subject at hand but
influenced the decision-making process where the interests of different ministerial bodies clashed.
McEwan (et al, 2012), Krott (2005), Movuh (et al, 2012) and other scholars found deeply embedded political
power hierarchies in development cooperation. McEwan (et al, 2012), referring to an emerging trend of
trilateral development cooperation, acknowledged that development cooperation was primarily a
partnership among governmental departments and called for a de-politicization of development
cooperation, claiming that unequal power dynamics can come into play in decision-making processes
where bi- or multilateral political negotiations are the basis for the design of projects. He highlighted and
criticized the “[…] political nature of ‘development’ and the uneven power relations between different
actors enrolled in it.” (McEwan et al, 2012, p. 1187). Darrow (et al, 2005) and Movuh (et al, 2012) observed
as well that partnerships, especially in the field of development cooperation, were often embedded in
strong political hierarchies that left the political partner in the project area with little decision-making
power and Visseren-Hamakes (et al, 2007, p. 138) observed, that “[…] North-South relationships in
development cooperation are almost per definition relationships between unequal partners”. Conflicts can
occur where interests clash and can thus indicate both conflicting interests among actors with a stake in
the issue at hand as well as a manifestation of unequal power dynamics.
In conclusion, interests are about (i) actors or groups of actors, their personal (ii) agendas and the
(iii) power they have that might influence a political or organizational decision. Interests can put pressure
on decision-makers and can stem from international and intra-national sources as well as from within the
governments or organizations themselves. Interests are omnipresent in situations of decision-making and
(iv) conflicts arise where interest clash. Thus, identifying the relevant actors, and grasping the agendas that
impact decision-making in woodfuel governance and how these manifests in power dynamics, hierarchies
and conflicts is a crucial step in unravelling the drivers behind decision-making in woodfuel interventions
in SSA. In terms of Interests, the NCCHPP (2014, p. 2) suggests focussing on identifying actors that have a
stake in the intervention-issue and investigate their perceived monetary and non-monetary costs and
benefits in the frame of the implemented intervention. Questions to be asked include “Who wins and who
loses through the adoption of that policy [or intervention]?”, “By how much do they win or lose?” and “Have
[…] actors mobilized […] in the pursuit of their interests? If not, are they likely to do so?”. Borrowing from
Humpage’s (2010) methodology I added a stronger focus on power-dynamics to the interest-aspect of this
research, to emphasize the role of power hierarchies as indications of interests and grounds for conflicts.

2.2.2. IDEAS AND DISCOURSES
In their manual on the Triple-I framework the NCCHPP (2014) refers to ideas as a combination of knowledge
and values, and in her application of the Triple-I framework Humpage (2010) further considered dominant
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discourses and debates as relevant ideological drivers in political decision-making. Knowledge as a principle
in the social sciences refers to information based on evidence that is assumed to reflect an objective reality.
Sources of knowledge can be simple and accessible and can comprise scientific research, analysis, or past
experiences in the field. However, it is important to consider the intangible nature of the evidence that is
used to justify perceived knowledge. Lomas (et al, 2005, p.9) stated that “[…] evidence is inherently
uncertain, dynamic, complex, contestable, and rarely complete”, hinting at the limited ability of evidence
to explain an often-subjective reality. The uncertainty behind evidence-based knowledge makes identifying
the relationship between decision-makers and evidence a crucial aspect of understanding decision-making
and making sense of the underlying processes. Where one organization concerned with the protection of
the natural world might refer to scientific evidence on the importance of forests for the climate to advocate
sparing forested land, another organization concerned with the development of rural livelihoods might
refer to evidence on the importance of natural resource utilisation as a means of creating resilient
livelihoods and thus advocate the exploitation of forested landscapes. It is important to acknowledge, that
such actors consult valuable and relevant evidence and narratives to inform their choices, even though
their proposed interventions might differ drastically.
When talking about knowledge and evidence one must acknowledge the role of discourses in the
shaping of what is known and accepted as objective truths. Discourses refer to the realities perceived and
experienced by people but do not claim to represent an objective reality. At the root of discourse lays the
acknowledgement that there is no right or wrong in the way reality is perceived. Instead, discourses
acknowledge that knowledge is constructed, stemming from historical and subjective experiences shaped
by language, norms, sources of knowledge and societal dynamics. Hajer (et al, 1995, p. 44) defines
discourses in the context of social sciences as “An ensemble of ideas, concepts, and categorizations that
are produced, reproduced, and transformed in a particular set of practices and through which meaning is
given to physical and social realities”. Discourses thus stem from the interplay of communication, power
relations and the pursuit of knowledge and as such do not exist in a vacuum but rather are born from a
continuous willingness of people to change, adapt and question the status quo. Consequently, discourses
should be regarded as arenas, in which the scientific community elaborates the status-quo against the
Zeitgeist (Cole, 2020; Hajer, 1995; Schmidt, 2008). It is important to be aware that ideas are separated from
discourses, in that they comprise the “[…] substantive content of discourse” (Schmidt, 2008, p. 2) and can
be either cognitive or normative. A single idea thus does not constitute a discourse yet, a set of ideas
however might.
An example of how discourses shape policymaking was given by Varshney (1989), who found that
the World Bank and the United States, who advocated avidly for market-based approaches to socioeconomic development, shaped the reformulation of India’s agricultural strategy. Similar discursive
processes can be found regarding woodfuel interventions, in which powerful groups dictate projects
following popular discourses (Arnold et al, 2006; Arts et al; 2010; Schure et al, 2013, Darrow et al, 2005).
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In this research I will borrow from Arts (et al, 2010), who identified three overarching schools of discourses
in the field of forest governance: Firstly, meta discourses, which comprises issues of global economic
interests, politics, and culture; secondly regulatory discourses that focus on policy issues and the way these
are being instrumentalised and regulated, and thirdly forest discourses that shape forest issues and policies.
The different kinds of discourses exist in an interplay, overlapping with each other or existing in a parallel.
Established meta-discourses continue to develop and new fields of academic discourse emerge, jumping
across scientific regimes and schools. Discourses stemming from anthropology and environmental
psychology are increasingly entering the global discursive arena, with ideas of differing perceptions of
reality and calls for the recognition of traditional and customary socio-cultural mechanisms increasingly
being advocated by scholars in the field of development cooperation trying to shift the focus of institutions
and organizations towards more socio-economically inclusive interventions. (Verschuuren, 2018; Darrow
et al, 2005; Keijzer et al, 2018).
Reflecting decisions made in woodfuel interventions against the ideological and narrative context
they derive from helps us better understand the interest and institutions that shape decision-making.
Schmidt (2008, p. 2) claimed, that interests in their core are but “[…] subjective ideas, which, though real,
are neither objective nor material” and that norms, which constitute institutions, stem from the interplay
of ideas. In summary, the principle of ideas is conceptualized in this research as consisting primarily of sets
of (i) knowledge or (ii) believes, which can stem from (iii) different sources and are simultaneously shaping
and resulting from communication with (iv) discourses. In terms of ideas and discourses the NCCHPP (2014,
p. 2) suggests identifying the set of discourses and ideas that characterize both the issue at hand and the
intervention that addresses it. Borrowing from the NCCHPP (2014) booklet I divided this aspect of the
research into two parts, one focussing on underlying knowledge and evidence, and one focussing on
underlying values and culture. Questions on knowledge and evidence include whether stakeholders and
actors involved in the issue at hand draw from “[…] different sources of evidence to advocate for (or block)
the policy [or intervention]?” and how the stakeholders would describe the body and sources of evidence
“[…] e.g., strong, weak, complex, consensual, uncertain, controversial […]”. Questions on underlying values
and culture include whether the intervention at hand is consistent with “[…] the dominant societal values
or culture?”, “[…] the dominant policy style of the government?”, and with the values of the influential
groups of actors “[…] e.g., front-line practitioners, managers, researchers, policymakers […]”. Borrowing
from Humpage’s (2010) methodology I added a stronger focus on discourses to the ideas-aspect of this
research. Humpage (2010) indicated that discourses and dominant narratives shaped the relationships
between actors and decision-makers and thus constitute core ideological drivers in institutional decisionmaking.
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2.2.3. Institutions
Institutions come in many shapes and forms and manifest in formal and informal “[…] government
structures, policy networks, and policy legacies.” (Pomey et al, 2010, p. 709). They are the visible or invisible
guidelines that structure political and organizational behaviour. Poteete (2003, p. 531) claimed that
institutions “[…] mediate both ideas and interests by determining who has the authority to actually choose
and implement policy”, hinting at the collective and shared nature of institutions as a means of exerting
decision-making power. Institutions in the political sciences have long been established as a core focus in
understanding political and organizational behaviour, the study of institutions and their relation to
decision-making has been coined “new institutionalism” (March et al, 1984, as referred to in Bratton, 2007,
p. 76) and is used as a lens to assess and understand public views and participation.
Practitioners in political and social sciences often focus on formal institutions to explain political
behaviour, a bias that might be understandable for researchers concerning themselves with political and
organizational behaviour in “[…] established democracies, where the rule of law guides political actors […]”
(Bratton, 2007, p. 97). In the case of India’s agricultural policy development Varshney (1989) found that
influential institutions shaping the policymaking process of India were the World Bank and the United
States, which pushed India’s government to agree on market- and technology-based policies. The power
of these powerful organizations manifests in the formulation of agreements, contracts or policies that
become the blueprints to development and thus constitute formal institutions. In the field of development
cooperation such formal institutions come in form of international agreements, which emerged from
discourses and reflect the interests of those dominating the formulation process. An example of such a
‘blueprint’ regarding the governance of natural resources are, as the literature suggests, the SDGs and the
UN Agenda 2030, which constitute the dominant set of internationally agreed targets pushing the decisionmaking in development cooperation (Bailis et al, 2017; keijzer et al, 2018; Weindlich et al, 2020, FAO, 2021,
Rosenthal et al, 2018; Katila et al, 2019).
However, in societies and regions with limitedly developed governmental structures or where
mechanisms for the enforcement of laws have not yet been developed enough to assert the governments’
power nationwide, the role of informal institutions often proves more relevant to political life than formal
institutions. In this context, informal institutions are of great interest in African studies, as most
democracies in Africa are still rather young and the historical legacies of colonialism and post-colonial
attempts at the democratisation of the continent still impact many aspects of its’ political life. In my
research I refer to Brattons’ (2007, p. 97) descriptions of formal institutions as “[…] organized routines of
political democracy […]” and informal institutions as “[…] patterns of patron-client relations by which power
is also exercised.”. Informal institutions thus refer to the unwritten rules and laws that regulate behaviour
and embody traditional and inherited structures, which especially in Africa often outweigh the validity of
self-proclaimed powerholders and authorities. This is in line with literature, which suggests that customary
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governance systems are well established along woodfuel supply chains (Zulu et al, 2010; Sola et al, 2019;
Ingram et al, 2015; Schure et al, 2013 + 2015; German, 2011). Moombe (et al, 2020, p. 1) indicated the
deeply embedded role of customary mechanisms in woodfuel governance separate to national
governmental authority by claiming that “[…] [m]ost woodfuel is sourced from customary land under the
care of traditional authorities […]”
The role of institutions in decision-making is thus as the mechanism that translates ideas into
norms and practices. It is through the institutions that an actor must navigate to pursue his or her own
interests. Institutions thus manifest power dynamics, through both (i) formal as well as (ii) informal sets of
norms, rules, and practices. In terms of institutions the NCCHPP (2014, p.3) suggests exploring the interplay
of both formal and informal government bodies, policy networks and legacies with the intervention at
hand, particularly how they “[…] could shape, reinforce, or constrain policy developments and choices […]”.
While the NCCHPP (2014) has a stronger focus on formal institutions due to its’ emphasis on policymaking,
Humpage (2010) stressed the role of informal institutions as potential drivers of change and institutional
decision-making.
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Figure 4: Overview of the Triple-I framework and how interests, ideas and institutions constitute decision -making.
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3. METHODOLOGY
This research is empirical and explorative in nature and based on a triangulation of qualitative methods.
The methods consulted for the data collection include a literature review, expert interviews, a focus group
discussion, and the attendance of a three-day conference by the Global Bioenergy Partnership (GBEP) on
bioenergy developments and governance in SSA. At the core of my fieldwork lay the expert interviews,
which aim at answering all three research questions. The Focus Group Discussion (FGD) adds to the findings
of the expert interviews and allows to reflect the findings from experts against the experiences of woodfuel
decision-makers active in customary settings on a household level. This allows for the critical reflection on
decision-making drivers and their overall validity among different institutions. The findings of the GBEP
conference add to the findings of the expert interviews by allowing to reflect them against the opinions of
representatives of established institutions and identify trends and priorities in the field. All three methods
help answer all three research sub-questions, whereby the findings from the FGD and the GBEP conference
add validity to the results by allowing for the consideration of additional perspectives on interests, ideas,
and institutions. The literature review was consulted to reflect the findings from this research against
existing literature in the discussion chapter. Fig. 5 gives a rough overview of how the different methods
were used to answer the research questions.

Figure 5: An overview of the different methods used in this research and how they help answer the
different sub-research questions.
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3.1. Sampling
Due to the Covid-19 pandemic the fieldwork for this research is adapted to an online environment. Where
initially the methods were oriented around being on location, the new methodology was adapted to an
online research and thus the sampling formulated accordingly. The three methods that involve interviewing
aim at two different kinds of targets, experts and actors with a stake in, or experience with woodfuel
governance and woodfuel related decision-making. The comparative nature of this proposed research
allowed to broaden the sampling to a convenience basis, meaning that not only targets from the project
area but from SSA as a whole were targeted. The sampling for the expert interviews was conducted on a
voluntary basis and through the personal networks of the student and CIFOR project staff. A snowball
approach was conducted, meaning that each interviewed expert was asked for his or her relevant contacts
for this research. No more than 3 experts from the same organization were interviewed to avoid
redundancy and 4 out of 11 experts were from SSA to ensure the consideration of a local expert
perspective. A list of the interviewed experts is added to sub-chapter 3.3.
For the Focus Group participants, a gender preference of at least 50%/50%, or more females than
males, was preferred to ensure the consideration of possible gender biases. This is justified as the literature
suggests that gender plays an important role in determining woodfuel management responsibilities on a
household level in SSA (Köhlin et al, 2011; Arnold et al, 2006). The sampling for the FGD was on a voluntarily
basis and convenience-based. For the sampling I contacted the United Community of African Students
(UCAS) in Wageningen, the Netherlands, who helped me reach out to its’ members through social media.
I posted a message in the preferred social media group used by the UCAS members in Wageningen
specifically asking for participants, who were from SSA, still had their homestead in SSA, and who are
experienced in the management and use of woodfuel on a household level. A list with the participants of
the FGD is added to sub-chapter 3.4.

3.2. Literature Review
A thorough desk research in form of a literature review was conducted prior, during and after the fieldwork.
Secondary data in form of academic papers, articles, journals, reports and existing literature on the project
by the commissioner and involved parties were consulted and used to build an appropriate baseline
knowledge of current woodfuel governance in SSA, the institutional settings and current and past ideas
and discourses. The literature review informed both the formulation of the interview guide for the expert
interviews and the focus group guide for the FGD. Additionally, the literature review was consulted to
reflect and discuss my findings against observations of scholars and researchers in the field. The literature
was analysed using the software Atlas.Ti and the list of codes (Annex 4) based on the literature on the
Triple-I was used to guide the analysis.
18

3.3. Expert Interviews
N=11 semi-structured expert interviews were conducted. The experts were chosen based on expertise and
convenience and each interview will take between one and two hours. To diversify the results no more
than three experts from the same organisation were interviewed to avoid redundancy and possible bias. A
topic-list (see Annex 2) guided the researcher during the interviews. The topic-list was tested on colleagues
from Wageningen University and adapted to feedback from both CIFOR staff-member Ms. Pamela Tabi and
the supervisor of this research Dr. Verina Ingram prior to the implementation of the expert interviews. The
results of the interviews in combination with the literature review and the FGD helped partially answer all
sub-research questions and build a growing understanding of the formal and informal institutions, interests
and ideas that shape institutional decision-making in woodfuel interventions. In addition to the conducted
expert interviews one expert filled out a questionnaire (see Annex 3) on the Triple-I framework and send
the results back to me. The expert wanted to remain anonymous. Another expert interview was conducted
via telephone and thus not recorded and transcribed. The expert wanted to remain anonymous as well.
The findings from the expert interviews are indicated in the text by referring to the number of the
interviewee in the list of interviewees at the end of this sub-chapter. The names were reduced to the first
letter of each interviewees last name to ensure anonymity.
The interviews were recorded and transcribed and information on interests, ideas, and formal as
well as informal institutions were identified and coded. Transcriptions were made using Word Online and
where the program failed, or transcriptions are not available I consulted the notes made during the
interviews for the analysis. An overview of the used codes can be found under Annex 4. The codes consist
or primary codes indicating information on either interests, ideas or institutions, and sub-codes that apply
the specific indicators of the Triple-I. The identification of the relevant data in the transcribed interviews
was done using the software Atlas.Ti. I consulted both an inductive and a deductive approach to analysing
the qualitative data derived from the interviews. I applied a thematic content analysis as well as a narrative
analysis to make sense of the information collected from the interviewees. The deductive aspect of the
data analysis included connecting the findings to the Triple-I key factors, which were unravelled and
defined in the theoretical framework chapter. The results were then interpreted and presented in the
thesis report in text form.
Interviewee
number
1
2
3
4
5
6
7

Name

Organization

Project country

Mr. N.
Mr. F.
Mr. A.
Ms. G.
Mr. L.
Mr. G.
Ms. T.

GIZ
GIZ/EnDev
GIZ/GfA
WWF
WWF
WUR (student researcher)
CIFOR

Cameroon
Ghana
Ghana,
DRC
DRC
Kenya
Cameroon
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Date of the
Interview:
02-02-2021
11-02-2021
15-02-2021
18-02-2021
18-02-2021
23-02-2021
24-02-2021

8

Mr. C.

CIFOR/ICRAF

9
10

Ms. S.
Ms. S.

ICRAF
CIFOR

11
12
13

Mr. W.
Anonymous
Anonymous

USAID/WIR
EU
Anonymous

Cameroon,
DRC, Kenya
Kenya
Cameroon,
DRC
Cameroon,
Cameroon
Cameroon

09-03-2021
11-03-2021
15-03-2021
18-03-2021
03-03-2021
25-02-2021

Table 1: List of interviewees.

3.4. Focus Group Discussion (FGD)
The FGD was conducted with n=4 participants, of which n=3 were female and n=1 was male. The
participants included Mrs. Chisom Udeh from Biafra (Nigeria), Ms. Tosin (Debbie) Nyarko from Nigeria, Ms.
Chinyere Anichukwu from Nigeria, and Mr. Frimpong Nyarko from Ghana. The FGD took around 90 minutes
and was conducted online via Microsoft Teams. Based on the FGD guide that was formulated earlier (Annex
5) a participatory presentation on google Jamboard was prepared before the FGD (available through the
researcher) and used as a platform for the participants and me to exchange and discuss. The FGD was
divided into four parts. The first part concerned an introduction to me and my research as well as basic
introductory questions, that were meant to collect relevant demographic data from the participants. The
second, third- and fourth parts of the FGD were concerned with Interests, Ideas, and Institutions that the
participants considered important with regards to their experiences in woodfuel management and
decision-making. The latter parts of the FGD took place on the google Jamboard presentation that all
participants were able to access and edit. The second part of the FGD included a collective brainstorm
using ‘sticky notes’ on which the participants were supposed to note down any key factors that they could
think of regarding their access to woodfuels. This question was left rather broad on purpose to give the
participants room to explore their perceptions of their woodfuel situation. The key factors were then
discussed and weighted according to their perceived importance to the participants access to woodfuel.
For this exercise, every participant received 10 ‘candies’ – editable tokens in different colours – that they
could distribute over a presentation slide, on which the priorly identified key factors were written down.
The weightings were then discussed among the group and explained to me.
In the fourth and last part of the FGD the participants were invited to an open discussion. To
facilitate the discussion, I introduced two core questions that might be interesting to talk about, but do not
have to be the focus of discussion. The questions were ‘How do you think todays’ woodfuel management
is different from 10/20/30 years ago?’ and ‘How do you think the way woodfuel is managed in SSA will
change in the future?’.
Similarly, to the analysis of the expert interviews, I consulted both an inductive and a deductive
approach to analysing the data derived from the FGDs. Following the principle that the purpose should
steer the analysis I consulted a thematic analysis to make sense of the information collected from the FGD
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and filter out relevant data on interests, ideas or institutions that according to the participants impact local
decision-making in woodfuel management. The thematic framework analysis for FGDs suggests first
familiarizing oneself with the data, then identify overarching themes in the data collected, followed by
indexing and charting the thematic data and finally making sense of them by re-organizing and grouping
the findings (Rabiee, 2004). Special focus was given to the different levels of interaction, namely the
individual, the group and group dynamics (Willis et al, 2008). The results were then interpreted and
presented separately in form of orange boxes in the results chapter where appropriate.
Name

Gender

Nationality

C. Udeh

F

Nigeria

Experiences:
-

Head

of

responsible

household,
for

woodfuel

management
F. Nyarko

M

Ghana

-

Assists head of household in
woodfuel management,

T. Adeniyi

F

Nigeria

-

Experienced

in

woodfuel

management in a rural setting
-

Assists head of household in
woodfuel management

C. Anichukwu

F

Nigeria

-

Experienced

woodfuel

management both in a rural
and urban setting
-

Assists

grandmother

in

woodfuel management
Table 2: List of participants in the FGD.

3.5. GBEP Bioenergy week 2021
The Global Bioenergy Partnership (GBEP) is a voluntary multi-stakeholder initiative, that aims at promoting
the “[…] continued development and commercialisation of renewable energy […]” (FAO/GBEP, 2019). The
partnership was launched in 2006 by the members of the G8+5 and has the mandate to bring together
stakeholders from the public and private sector as well as civil society to facilitate the development of
effective woodfuel governance policy frameworks. The main objectives of the partnership include the
information of policy formulations that “promote sustainable biomass and bioenergy development”,
“facilitate investments in bioenergy”, “promote project development and implementation” and “foster R&D
and commercial bioenergy activities” (FAO/GBEP, p. 1).
I attended the BGEP Bioenergy week 2021 from the 16th to the 18th of March. This annual
conference is a platform facilitating the exchange among organizations working on woodfuel governance.
21

The 2021 event was held in partnership with the United Nations Economic Commission for Africa (ECA),
the FAO, the African Energy Commission (AFREC) and the African Union Commission (AUC) and due to
Cofic-19 held online. As a passive observer I attended 9 presentations on woodfuel interventions to get an
insight into current trends in woodfuel interventions and learn about the ‘lessons learned’ in woodfuel
governance. The interview-guide based on the Triple-I framework was used to filter the data collected from
the presentations and PowerPoint slides and to identify relevant information that helped to answer the
research questions. The final outcome document (GBEP, 2021), a 6 pages long concise summary of the
conference with its’ main results and findings, was consulted as well. The data collected during the GBEP
Bioenergy Week 2021 was analysed using a thematic content analysis whereby the list of codes (Annex 4)
based on the Triple-I was used as a guideline and put into relation with findings from the expert interviews.

3.6. Scope and limitations
The explorative nature of this research and the uncertainty that comes with fieldwork in times of a global
pandemic were experienced as a limitation to several aspects of the research implementation. For once,
because I could not conduct my fieldwork on location and specifically target experts with experiences in
woodfuel interventions particularly in the target area of the GML project in Cameroon I decided to scale
the scope of my research up to a more regional scale, which had implications for both the expert-interviews
as well as the focus group. While experts and participants in the focus group were experienced with
woodfuel interventions and woodfuel related decision-making they came from different geographical
contexts, which might have an impact on the applicability of my findings on specifically the target area in
Eastern Cameroon, which differs not just geographically from other areas in SSA.
A potential bias against me as a researcher manifested in the hesitation of some experts to answer
more delicate questions during the expert interviews. The topics I addressed in my research can be
perceived as value-laden by some. Representatives of governmental organizations for instance must be
careful about what they say and must avoid certain topics, for instance criticism of their political partners
on locations or anything that might appear based on neo-colonial ideas of Top-down development
cooperation. Understandably, other experts were hesitant to talk about their experiences with corruption
as informal structures in the field. I tried to tackle these biases with the clear statement at the beginning
of each interview that I was not an investigative journalist and with the offer to take comments made off
the record if wanted to.
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4. INTERESTS SHAPING INSTITUTIONAL DECISIONMAKING
Interest groups in woodfuel governance can be found on different geographic as well as governmental
levels, internationally, nationally, regionally, or locally. Their influence on the decision-making process
depends on the groups whose interests they represent and the power they embody in a political arena
defined by ideas, discourses and institutions. It is important to acknowledge that at the core of most
woodfuel interventions is the coordination of these numerous interest groups and their interests in the
intervention. The coordination of the stakeholders and interests is most often the responsibility not of
multilateral organizations or governmental bodies, but the implementing agencies who face the
challenging prospect of having to balance the interests of multiple parties in an intervention while
simultaneously having to cater to their funders or respective superiors. This makes it even more vital to
look at the nature of the different institutions and organizations that are involved in the decision-making
process and to grasp an understanding of the role of interests as drivers in decision-making in woodfuel
interventions. No interest develops separate from ideas and institutions, therefore some key interests will
only be superficially introduced and described in this chapter but will be explored in more detail in either
the Ideas or Institutions chapter.

4.1. Politics of woodfuel governance in a nutshell
The findings indicate that woodfuel interventions most often stem from international negotiations held in
the frame of bi- or multilateral development cooperation (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 11, 12). On an international level
the most influential interest actors are thus the ones that are involved in the negotiations and comprise
mostly government bodies that represent the interests of their respective nations, and multi-lateral
organizations that inform the negotiation process. Every nation has a government body representing their
interests in such negotiations, in the USA this is the federal agency USAID and in Germany this is the
Bundesministerium für wirtschaftliche Zusammenarbeit und Entwicklung (BMZ), the German Federal
Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Development. These agencies are responsible for negotiating,
drafting, and setting the baselines for woodfuel interventions together with their local political partners,
which usually are the relevant ministerial bodies in the target country. In terms of woodfuel interventions
these are typically the local ministry overseeing natural resource governance, forestry, energy, or
agriculture (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 12).
The grounds for negotiations around woodfuel interventions are set in international agreements
and commitments – more about that in the institution chapter - that outline the sectors, nature of
cooperation and resources that countries commit to investing in achieving sustainable development (1, 2,
3, 12). The parties involved in the negotiation process do not only define what kind of projects are to be
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implemented, but also act as the commissioner of the projects. While the commissioners take the role of
the donor or funder of an intervention or project, the implementation responsibilities are handed over to
other organizations (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 9, 11). Negotiations can also result in partnerships of like-minded parties,
such as the EnDev project, which was founded by both the Dutch Ministry for Foreign Affairs (DGIS) and
the BMZ (2). While it is best practice to consult several organizations for the implementation of projects,
including NGOs, their influence on the negotiation process is limited and might only occur in the form of
informing decision-making. The primary decision-makers remain the political parties, government bodies,
or multilateral organizations, which commission, request, and fund woodfuel interventions. These parties
are granted the initial decision-making power and can be considered as ‘veto-players’, meaning that
woodfuel interventions almost completely rely on their support (1, 2, 3, 9, 11).
It was claimed, that as a result of the political nature of negotiations, the omnipresence of national
interests and the reciprocal respect for each other’s sovereignty as nations, a main interest of most
governmental actors involved in development cooperation is political neutrality (1, 2). For instance, the GIZ
as a federal organization representing the interests of the Republic of Germany thus has an interest in
staying away from making political statements. An example of why political neutrality is important given
during the expert interviews revolves around the experience of a development organization with
presenting cartographic material of watersheds to their political partners, which caused conflicts as they
represented borders between nations that were disputed (1). Why being involved with such conflicts, even
if it occurred unintendedly, is not in the interests of any governmental organization needs little explanation.

4.2. Powerholders
It was claimed that clear power-hierarchies allow the identification of stakeholders of a 1st, 2nd and 3rd level,
each level representing a level of authority the stakeholders have within a woodfuel intervention and
subsequently on the decision-making that impacts them (1). Veto-players are any party involved in the
negotiation around development cooperation that have the power to bring negotiations or projects to a
halt, these actors are granted the most power within negotiations and represent the 1st level stakeholders.
These are the parties that project managers need to cater towards, to guarantee a smooth transition from
project initiation to implementation and ensure continuous financial and political support. Stakeholders of
the 2nd level are parties involved in woodfuel interventions directly or indirectly as implementing partners
or third parties, such as local ministries that are not directly involved in the woodfuel intervention but
might be affected by the intervention at hand. While they do not directly have to be catered to,
organizations should put efforts into coordinating their needs and interests and preferably keep their
attitudes towards the projects supportive to avoid any mismatches or potential conflicts. Stakeholders of
the 3rd level are only marginally important for woodfuel interventions, as they do not have any direct stake
in the intervention. Such a 3rd level stakeholder could be found in local civil society organisations such as
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churches, who represent their respective communities, but have little power beyond that.
While not completely independent from political powerholders, NGOs appear to act more
independently from the local political regimes in the areas they target (4, 5, 7, 8, 10). The WWF in the DRC
for instance might collaborate with the local political partners, which comprises local ministries, on a
communication basis, but collaborate stronger with local non-political stakeholders in their project
implementation. The government in this case
represents an enabling partner, allowing the
WWF to work in the country, whereas for most

‘Whoever controls the money [shapes] the
decisions made by local organizations, the

federal agencies the local political partner is

government and even households.’

both the project co-initiator as well as the end-

Ms. S. (9), CIFOR

beneficiary and the partner to whom the
intervention will be handed over to (1, 2, 3, 4,
5). In a GIZ implemented intervention the local ministry that acts as a local political partner is a strong veto
player, while for NGOs governmental departments might have only limited power in altering the project
implementation.
Another crucial powerholder and actor in woodfuel interventions can be found in customary and
traditional authorities in SSA. Customary governments are further explored in the institution chapter, but
need to be taken into account here as an important stakeholder in the implementation of woodfuel
interventions, as they are the ones who facilitate change in their communities. While most interviewees
counted local chiefs and communities to their partners (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 8, 9, 10), it is vital to understand
that customary institutions have great power in woodfuel interventions through the exertion of the power
of legitimacy. While they might not have the ultimate power in the process of decision-making, customary
institutions can give validity to woodfuel interventions and advocate these to the people they represent.
The success of a woodfuel intervention stands and falls with whether the local traditional government
accepts, supports, and advocates the intervention at hand (8, 9).
Regarding USAID it was claimed that the decision-making hierarchy that governs the organizations
actions in the field is shaped by the fact that they need to be “[…] accountable to Congress and to the
people that are providing the funds” (11). It was claimed that the representative nature of USAID meant,
that the “[…] bosses in Washington hold the mission directors of the country level account[table] […]” for
any actions taken in the field. The responsibility of accountability towards the commissioning parties is a
given in any development project, naturally including woodfuel interventions (11). The commissioners and
financers of such projects are the bodies that must be accounted to and one of the interviewees claimed
that “[…] whoever controls the money and the funds will shape the decision made by local organizations,
the government and even the household […]” (9). It was argued that regardless of which groups inform
decision-making, the ability to choose what kind of woodfuel interventions is to be implemented is rooted
in the economic power of donor organizations. The dominant powerholders in a woodfuel intervention
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decision-making context remain the commissioners and donors, and the interests they represent are
among the strongest decision-making drivers.
It was further pointed out that donors, with the exemption of perhaps the African Development
Bank, often have their headquarters outside of SSA, which means that local organizations or NGOs are
often left with only the power to inform but not impact decisions made. However, the ability to inform
decisions allows NGOs to represent the interests of groups with little agency in negotiation processes. A
way NGOs translate their information power into decision-making power is by advocating and lobbying for
the interest of the people they represent (4, 5, 7, 8, 9).

4.3. Cost-efficient solutions
The findings indicate that the project commissioners and the implementing bodies find themselves in an
employer-employee situation, in which the project implementors are accountable towards the
commissioner. This is the case both for federal organizations such as the GIZ or USAID, as well as NGOs or
multilateral organizations, with the difference that the federal organizations must account to their
commissioning governments or government bodies, whereas NGOs and multilateral organizations must
account to their respective organizational boards. As is typical in most employer-employee situations, the
implementing bodies must inform commissioners on how the funded money is spent, often seemingly
regardless of results (2, 9, 10, 11).
While the budget for woodfuel interventions is subject to negotiations, the amount of money that
flows in such projects is often immense and most often the biggest financial responsibility goes to the nonlocal commissioning body (“It is not cheap”, 1). Considering the substantial financial responsibility, it comes
as no surprise that the overseeing of money flows and accountability over where money is allocated is a
Box 1: In a rural household in SSA the women make the decisions on woodfuel management
On a household level decision-making power regarding woodfuel appears to be strongly related to
household internal power-dynamics. Gender emerged as a key factor in household-level woodfuel
management and was regarded as the decisive factor shaping woodfuel management responsibilities
within families and among household-members. Discussing the gender aspect, the role of especially
women in household level decision-making in woodfuel management were explored and women as the
primary decision-makers established. It was argued that it was the women in the household that are
responsible for the reproductive tasks, which includes not just cooking and taking care of children and the
elderly, but also arranging and coordinating the supply of fuels and tools for cooking. Chinyere:
“Specifically, the role of women in determining the type of wood to use and at what time to use it […] I
always remember my grandmother, after wood is cut she would package it in sections and then say ‘this
will be used in three months’ time’, because if you use it in that moment it could not catch fire easily. It is
women who determine that, the role of women is indispensable in that [woodfuel management]”
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priority within developmental interventions, often seemingly more important than accounting for
successes and results (1, 3, 12). In projects and interventions initiated by the BMZ in the name of the
German government the role of the GIZ then includes the supervision of government money spent in the
interventions and making sure the money goes into activities that reflect the commitments made by the
German government as well as the negotiated objectives. A major interest of donor organizations in the
implementation phase of woodfuel interventions is
thus on accountable and traceable money spending
and avoiding the wasting of the tax-money which the
fund the interventions at hand (1, 2, 3, 11, 12).
Another interviewee claimed that donors often

‘The burn-rate is a killer, because you are
told, that if you don’t spend [your
money], you lose it!’
Ms. S. (9), ICRAF

prioritize the burn-rate, which describes how
commissioners or donors expect implementing
organizations to spend funds as compared to the project time-schedule. Results however might only occur
in the long-term and seemingly separate from the money spend (1, 4, 5, 8, 9, 11). It was further argued
that donors make money available to projects following the principle that “[…] if you don’t spend it, you
lose it!”, threatening especially the continuation of projects with longer-term objectives (9).

4.4. Time-bound Solutions
An important part of any project proposal is the indication of the time that must be invested in the project
implementation, and proposed project deadlines are often regarded as indicators of how much resources
the commissioning parties must invest in projects. As a result of this an exit-strategy is formulated before
the implementation of interventions, outlining not
just how implementing organizations will withdraw
from a project according to its’ deadlines, but also
how the project will be continued by the local
partners after the withdrawal of implementing

‘[Reaching] 200.000 people in 3 months
sounds much better than ‘we will work in
this landscape for 20 years […]’
Ms. S. (9), ICRAF

organizations (1, 2, 3, 8, 9, 11). It was indicated that
donors prefer short- to medium term projecttimeframes in woodfuel interventions as today more short- to medium-term project proposals were
approved by donors. It was argued that this is because they seem a safer option compared to long-term
projects, which might face uncertain challenges in the future (1, 8, 11, 12). One of the interviewees
remarked that woodfuel projects seemed to lack “[…] enough continuity, because the political things are
always changing and the earmarks are always changing” (11). It was further explained that especially in
the field of woodfuel governance projects often need decades to yield results, but the commissioners of
such projects make funds available dependent on their political mandate. State agencies must
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acknowledge that a change in the political narrative of a country, such as occurs during an election year in
the USA every four years, can drastically change the amount of funding as well as the focus area (‘earmark’)
in which this money is supposed to be spent. It was indicated that the frequency of potential political
change as well as the uncertainty of continuity of funding led to increasingly more short-term project
proposals (9, 11).
However, this was not reflected by representatives of NGOs, who claim their project designs were
increasingly steered towards longer-term interventions (4, 5, 7, 9). One of the interviewees distinguished
between three approaches in development cooperation, a short-term approach aiming at relief and ‘lifesaving’, a medium to long-term approach aiming at livelihood and economic development, and a long-term
approach that concerns itself with policymaking (9).
It was claimed, that CIFOR was gradually steered

‘[Development Projects] do not have

their focus towards medium- to longer-term

enough continuity because the political

objectives, and that the focus of CIFOR had clearly

[narratives] are always changing’

shifted towards facilitating policy developments,

Mr. W. (11), USAID

thus situating CIFORs strategic planning towards the
longer-term projects (8, 9, 10). Holistic projects, such
as the GML project, target all three aspects but must acknowledge that each mandate has a different
timeframe to consider.
It was indicated that the combination of correlating money spent and fund availability, and the
funders interest in short-term projects creates a tendency towards cost-effective, and relief-oriented
interventions as these quickly yield results, which in turn can be used to advertise the organisations’ efforts
and the efficiency of the intervention (9, 11). The financial pressure behind implementing organizations
thus often leads to ‘technology dumping’, which refers to the distribution of technologies on a great scale,
but with little actual impact on achieving the negotiated development goals (3, 9, 11). One of the
interviewees sarcastically quoted what might go through the head of a project manager, which is that
“[reaching] 200.00 0 people in 3 months’ sounds much better to investors than ‘we will work in this
landscape for 20 years to create sustainable woodfuel markets for 10.000 people in the region”, highlighting
that interventions might be designed to cater to the interests of the commissioners rather than reflect
actual achievements of projects (9). Another interviewee claimed that in his experience especially staff in
the field were often “[…] looking to provide a success story, that […] they can then run over to Congress and
say ‘look at what wonderful work we did” (11).
This indicates that project implementers face the challenge of balancing the need to provide costefficient services, while yielding quick results to cater to their commissioners’ preferences. One interviewee
outlined his experience in this regard by describing a conflict of interest in the choice of what tree species
should be used in a landscape reforestation intervention (3). It was highlighted that the long-term interests
of for instance NGOs concerned with nature conservation might conflict with short- to medium-term
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livelihood development or relieve objectives in woodfuel intervention (1, 3). A popular choice in
reforestation interventions is fast-growing, non-native tree species, which are often less costly to plant and
result in earlier yields. Native species on the other hand often take longer to grow and might be more
expensive to maintain, even though some experts argue that the use of native species might potentially be
better for local ecosystems. While the choice for fast-growing non-native species might also reflect the
short-term interests of the target groups, as one interviewee claimed, there was consensus on the fact that
the short-term focus of project funders could be an obstacle to the success of woodfuel interventions (8).
It was additionally claimed that political decision-makers in woodfuel interventions had a mentality of
prioritizing the spending of money according to deadlines over actual successes in the field, thus creating
mechanisms that put often unnecessary and detrimental pressure on project implementers (4, 5, 8, 9, 11).

4.5. Silo-thinking
In the negotiation process that initiates woodfuel interventions the individual commitments set by the
involved political parties outlines the sectors in which projects are to be implemented (1, 2, 3, 8, 11). The
choice of intervention is thus sector-specific, commitment-bound, and subject to negotiations between the
commissioners and their political counterparts. This is argued to not allow much ‘wiggle room’ in the
activities implemented in the target area, making it difficult for the sector- or project-bound implementers
to think outside the box (3, 11).
An example of how that might be incremental was given by one interviewee, who observed that a
sector-bound strategy can blind the implementers from more appropriate interventions (3). The example
revolved around a woodfuel project in Ghana, in which the strict commitment to reforestation did not
allow the project implementers to consider the
introduction of sustainable stoves, which would have
had a bigger impact on the project objectives of
reducing CO2 emissions and making cooking less fuel
intense. One interviewee added to this by claiming
that development agencies “[…] like things in boxes

[Development Agencies] like things in
boxes […] they can check the box and say
these funds are earmarked to do X, and
[so] they’re doing X’
Mr. W. (11), USAID

[so] they can check the box and say these funds are
earmarked to do X, and [so] they’re doing X” (11). It
was further claimed that development agencies have the tendency to fund a project on specific, tangible
and focussed issues, but fail to “[…] look around the corner and think about the broader issue […]”. A result
of such sector-specificness is what one of the interviewees referred to as silo-thinking, a behaviour of
targeting only smaller problems within a woodfuel supply chain while ignoring the bigger picture at hand
(8). The argument is that solutions and interventions often only apply to smaller parts of the supply chains,
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but rarely affect the broader chain itself, thus rendering the interventions inefficient in tackling the
multifaceted and interconnected problems of unsustainable woodfuel governance systems.

4.6. Conflicts
Conflicts in woodfuel interventions or during the decision-making process behind them occur where
interests clash, or power-inequalities escalate. They are thus both an indication of converging interests as
well as the manifestation of more deeply rooted power struggles between and among those making
decisions and those that in turn are affected by these. Indeed, it was argued that conflict in woodfuel
interventions and virtually all interventions related to the governance of natural resources, are
omnipresent both in the field and during the decision-making process (1, 3, 8). One interviewee
acknowledged the negative impacts that conflicts can have on woodfuel interventions, but claimed that
considering the multiple parties, groups and stakeholders involved in such interventions, conflicts need to
be welcomed and regarded as a part of the project process (8). The interviewee stressed the need for
humbleness, inclusiveness and outside the box thinking when making decisions regarding interventions in
the governance of resources.

4.6.1. MANIPULATION OF ONGOING PROJECTS
It was claimed that conflicts can stem from attempts of manipulating ongoing projects in an effort to
achieve non-negotiated objectives (1, 8, 11). Examples included efforts of humanitarian organizations that
tried to manipulate woodfuel projects in a way that they would focus stronger on cash-for-work
approaches to quickly bring money among people rather than achieving the interventions’ medium- to
long-term development objectives (1). One interviewee claimed that such attempts at manipulating
woodfuel interventions were that it undermines the legitimacy and participatory nature of longer-term
development initiatives. In terms of reforestation interventions, it argues that a cash-for-work approach,
while it benefits the target group in the short run, makes it hard to create ownership in the project and
thus threatens the long-term success of the intervention. If the target groups are only involved as paid
labourers, “[…] then all of a sudden it is the GIZ forest, because they [GIZ] has completely financed it”
(translated from German: “Dann heißt es auf einmal, das ist der GIZ Wald, weil die haben den ja komplett
finanziert”).
Other interviewees were also aware of attempts of humanitarian organizations to take advantage
of ongoing projects to create short-term results, especially in areas that were disaster-prone or recently
experienced military or violent conflicts (4, 5). However, while it was acknowledged that such manipulative
efforts can cause conflicts and hinder effective decision-making in terms of woodfuel interventions, the
legitimacy of organizations with more radical approaches was also recognized by one interviewee (8), who
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called for the inclusion of the “militant NGOs of the planet” in the decision-making processes around
projects on the management of natural resources.

4.6.2. TENURE RIGHTS
Especially in woodfuel interventions, which are often concerned with landscapes, tenure rights appear to
be profound sources of conflicts (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11). One interviewee remarked that land in SSA often
belonged to private actors or the government, as is the case in Kenya, where a lack of market alternatives
regularly forces locals to access lands illegally to produce woodfuel (6). Other interviewees acknowledged
tenure and land-use rights as a major source of conflict in the implementation of woodfuel interventions
(1, 3, 5, 6, 8). One interviewee emphasized that in WWF facilitated interventions a cooperative nonhierarchical project approach was consulted, in which the local stakeholders are the ones owning the rights
to the project-related resources and land (4, 5). When the WWF implements a woodfuel intervention on
land owned by farmers in for instance the DRC, the project is carried and owned by the farmers
implementing the project activities on their land, the WWF simply facilitates and provides tools and
information. This means that the land belongs to the farmers and that they have unquestionable access to
it and the resources on it as they are the ones with the tenure-rights. Conflicts of interests arise when the
targets supported by the WWF and involved in their projects decide against a WWF decision such as
reforestation on their land and begin to remove or use the trees otherwise than agreed on. In this example
from the DRC the farmers have ownership over the project land and the WWF cannot intervene besides
the farmers acting against their project objectives.

4.6.3. CONFLICTING LIVELIHOOD STRATEGIES
Virtually every landscape in SSA is being used, and especially forested landscapes are often part of local
livelihood strategies (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11). Conflicts may arise where landscape livelihood
dependencies are not sufficiently considered, an example of such a conflict revolves around a GIZ project
in which thatch grass had to be removed to make place for a reforestation intervention. This caused
outrage among the local farmers who turned out to need the thatch grass for their livelihoods (1). Other
recurring examples were related to reforestation projects that were initiated in livestock migration
corridors (1, 3, 11).
The livelihood dependency on woodfuel supply chains and forest landscapes was a core aspect of
the GBEP conference. In the final outcome document (p. 4) of the conference it was highlighted, that the
“[…] wood energy value chain offers employment to millions of people, both in urban and rural areas, thus
contributing to alleviate poverty.”. The members of the GBEP and those attending the conference were
urged to recognise the vital role of woodfuel supply chains related to employment when designing
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woodfuel interventions and project and acknowledge that woodfuel interventions might directly or
indirectly threaten traditional woodfuel related livelihoods that are prevalent in SSA.
Box 2: Woodfuel Supply Chains as Employment Opportunities
The participants of the FGD stressed that all parts of woodfuel supply chains provide employment
employment for locals, from the production sites in rural areas, through peri-urban areas all the way
to urban centres. According to the participants of the FGD, woodfuel related trade is a major employer
and core for the livelihood strategies of many people in Ghana and Nigeria. On the demand side many
people are employed as sellers on for instance informal markets or in related service provisioning, such
as the repairing of woodfuel stoves. On the supply side many people are employed in the processing
of raw material into for instance charcoal or simply as woodfuel collectors. Tosin:
”Policies governing woodfuel production should ensure that they try to address social priorities, for
example ensure that woodfuel production create and maintain possible sustainable livelihoods for
local people […] woodfuel harvesting generates many jobs in rural areas”

4.6.4. POLITICAL OPPOSITION
Another kind of conflict was claimed to be of a political nature and not aimed against the intervention
itself, but rather against the implementors. One interviewee raised the example of reforestation projects
implemented by development organizations in Ethiopia which were burned down as a symbolized action
against the government, the political partner of the project, rather than to show a disagreement with the
intervention itself (1). Other interviewee added that conflicts might arise where the interests of different
local political departments might clash. The interests of for example the ministry for agriculture and the
ministry of energy might differ regarding a specific landscape or over ideas of where money should flow to
(3, 9, 11).
Not necessarily political in nature but an important aspect in the planning behind woodfuel
interventions is the regional stability of an area in which a project is to be implemented. It was emphasized
that in areas prone to conflict rebel groups might be in control of local natural resource supply chains, such
as in CAR, Somalia, or the DRC, where militias gain power over local communities by controlling and
benefitting from woodfuel supply chains (6, 8, 9, 11).

4.7. Implications for CIFOR?
In the GML target area in Eastern Cameroon CIFOR cooperates with several local partners in the
implementation of different woodfuel interventions that can be located both on the supply and the
demand side of the woodfuel supply chain (7). Local partners include NGOs, who can be regarded as
‘clients’ of CIFOR, as they are consulted to assist in project implementations in-situ, and local authorities
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such as community representatives and the government. The relationship between the local government
and CIFOR is on a communication basis but while cooperation occurs the relevant government ministries
and departments are no direct partners in the GML project facilitated by CIFOR (7). Local partners in the
implementation of the GML project include APCRE (Action pour la Promotion de la Creation) and LWF
(Lutheran World Federation), which are both religious organisations concerned with mostly livelihood
development and relief activities in the area.
In the target area in Eastern Cameroon the project implementors must balance the short-term
interests of coordinated relief-actions aimed at immediate support for the refugee sites, with CIFORs’ longterm objectives of developing sustainable woodfuel supply chains for the area. Despite the long-term
objectives of CIFORs’ woodfuel interventions in the area it was claimed that there were no conflicts or
opposition to their woodfuel interventions, on the contrary “everyone is happy about the project” (7).
Considering the state of the target groups, which mostly live impoverished or are marginalized, and the
degraded landscape and underdeveloped local woodfuel supply chains, local populations are welcoming
CIFORs efforts in the area. One source of potential conflict arises in the occurrence of other developmental
organizations in the target area, which include CIFORs’ partner NGOs on location. However, it was claimed
that CIFOR has put efforts in coordinating activities in the field to avoid redundant actions in the area while
continuously coordinating a network of organizations in the region to mitigate any conflicts with other
organisations or institutions on location (7).
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5. IDEAS SHAPING INSTITUTIONAL DECISION-MAKING
The interviewees made clear from the very beginning that in the big picture the decisions were made by
the donors of woodfuel related projects, higher governmental departments, or the boards of big,
multilateral organizations (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12). While that does not mean that the implementing
organizations have no power in the decision-making process - in the prior chapter I explored the power
dynamics and the role of implementing organizations in decision-making - it does mean that primary
ideological drivers behind decisions made in woodfuel interventions emerge from whatever influential
ideas and discourses drive the organizations that negotiate woodfuel projects. This has an impact on the
decisions taken not just in the negotiation but also in the implementation phases of woodfuel intervention.
While different organizations tend to consult different bodies of evidence to base their decisions on, a
shared denominator among the interviewees was that organizations generally had a science-driven
mandate. Research organizations such as CIFOR even create novel bodies of knowledge through their
research activities in the field. However, science-driven can mean many things, especially regarding a
subject as delicate and complex as woodfuel. In this chapter the findings on underlying discourses and
bodies of evidence consulted by the interviewees and their corresponding organizations are being
explored.

5.1. Established Meta Discourses
The approach to woodfuel interventions generally overarches numerous sectors and fields and regards the
multifaceted nature of woodfuel value chains. Woodfuel interventions thus tend to cover multiple sectors
and blend together different activities at different levels of the value chain, often combining projects both
on the demand as well as the supply side of the value chains (1, 2, 3, 4, 5). Organizations working in the
field of woodfuel governance consult relevant and often similar bodies of evidence in the justification of
their interventions and often cooperate in the implementation of projects. It comes as no surprise that the
overarching meta-discourses that steer the decision-making of such organizations in woodfuel
interventions are mostly found within the field of sustainable development and that virtually all
interviewees referred to the SDGs at some point during the interviews.
One could claim that with the omnipresence of multi-sectoral projects it is almost impossible to
distinguish between the narratives that have impacted the decision-making behind woodfuel projects.
However, while a mandate of inclusiveness and multisectoriality makes it difficult to pin-point specific
discourses to often holistic project designs, depending on the intervention at hand the interviewed experts
referred to more specific underlying narratives as justifications for the projects. Unsurprisingly woodfuel
interventions both on the demand as well as the supply side have clear mandates towards CC mitigation
and adaptation (all interviewees). The subject of CC and its’ effects is associated with all issues of forest
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governance and manifests itself in most of the SDGs. Virtually all woodfuel interventions are concerned
with issues of climate change. The introduction of improved stoves for instance aims to reduce CO2
emissions and the restoration of forested landscapes mitigates the effects of CC, whereas the improvement
of supply chains and capacity building activities build resilience against CC and thus help to adapt to its’
effects. CC is omnipresent in all woodfuel governance-related issues, so much so that it is barely mentioned
but rather considered given knowledge. Other dominant themes were related to market-based narratives,
which
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around
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improvement

or

5, 6, 9, 10, 11). Narratives around forest and
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where the focus of the international community in
terms of development priorities moves to, one of the
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in

their

decision-making.

While

level, while for the participants the health or
employment aspect had a higher priority on
family

(household)

level

woodfuel

management. Frimpong:
“On a family level the health aspect is more
important than climate change”

interviewees would claim that discourses change the boxes or ‘earmarks’ of where funding is being
allocated (11). The objectives and focus sectors of development cooperation thus have the tendency to
change over time depending on what sector or issue is, how another interviewee put it, “en vogue” (1).
Themes within woodfuel interventions that were reoccurring in the interviews included:

5.2. Reforestation
Like CC as an overarching issue in development cooperation, deforestation was mentioned throughout the
interviews as one of the pressing issues of our time, with woodfuel supply chains being one of the first
problem areas leading to the degradation of forested landscapes (1, 3, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 12). One interviewee
referred to the ‘reforestation agenda’ as the omnipresent directive in woodfuel projects next to CC
mitigation and referred to both as the leading directives in forest-related development projects in SSA (10).
It was further argued that woodfuels generally had a bad reputation as the leading cause of deforestation,
one interviewee claimed that charcoal is usually referred to as ‘dirty’ and something to be abolished, while
the livelihood implications and dependencies on charcoal as energy sources are often overseen (9). One
interviewee added to this that the bad reputation of woodfuels can be traced to the reforestation agenda,
which is driven by environmental rather than livelihood narratives and tends to paint woodfuel usage in a
bad light. It was added that reforestation interventions are especially popular nowadays as deforested and
degraded landscapes are major sources of emissions, which again feeds into the CC mitigation agenda.
Woodfuel projects themselves seem to be more difficult to advocate to donors, unless the project can
prove connections to overarching “[…] high profile, politically driven agendas […]” such as food security,
poverty reduction, good governance, or CC mitigation (11).
Following a similar narrative, during the GBEP conference attention was given to the traditional
woodfuel sector as an unsustainable means of energy supply. In the final outcome document (GBEP, 2021,
p. 4) traditional woodfuel energy-related “[…] overharvesting of wood for energy purposes […]” was
presented as a major driver of deforestation and landscape degradation in SSA, together with forest
clearance due to increasing urbanization and agriculture projects. Reforestation was described as a
common goal of both bioenergy and forestry and discussing the implications of it in the frame of
sustainable woodfuel governance was embedded as a core pillar of forest landscape restoration (FLR)
approaches. The term FLR comprises landscape approaches in woodfuel governance that cover ideas of
both social and environmental development in the frame of forest-related supply chains. Generally, ideas
of forest restoration on a landscape scale were omnipresent throughout the interviews, making FLR not
just a major approach to woodfuel interventions but also a common denominator in the field of woodfuel
interventions (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10, 11).
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5.3. Landscape approach
One interviewee claimed that landscape approaches such as the FLR stem from the recognition of the
detrimental effects of silo-thinking and the multifaceted and multisectoral nature of woodfuel supply
chains (8). Another interviewee argued that landscape approaches are not per se new in the field of
development

cooperation and

gave

the

example of watershed projects which were

‘How can solutions be applied to a broader

popular in the past and are still considered
important

landscape

geographical landscape?.’

comprehensive

Mr. C. (8), CIFOR

approaches to natural resource management
interventions (1). The interviewee claimed that
interventions in woodfuel supply chains generally adopted ideas of landscape approaches over time, thus
changing from often specific and self-contained interventions to landscape focussed endeavours, driven by
ideas of carrying capacities and related directly to more global issues.
The embrace of the FLR approach and other landscape approaches is argued to come with the
acknowledgement that even in smaller geographic landscape numerous physical, as well as non-physical
factors, can influence the success of interventions (8, 9, 10, 11). One interviewee for instance argued that
a reforestation project might be successful at a certain height but less successful further down a hill, where
the soil properties are different compared to higher up the hill, or that socio-cultural practices might allow
a certain intervention to be applied in one community but differ so much from the neighbouring
community that it renders the proposed intervention impossible there (9). One interviewee acknowledged
the delicate interconnectedness of landscape features and stressed the importance of embedding
landscape approaches in frameworks that are based on experimentation and piloting with localized
solutions in the field (8). The interviewee continued by claiming that project planners must ask themselves
the question “how can [these] solutions be applied to a broader geographic landscape”. Another
interviewee added to this with sarcasm “I can’t hear the word pilot anymore […] it’s also a bit of an easy
way to […] face out after a couple of years and say ‘ok, now maybe it didn’t work’”, hinting that project
implementors might use piloting to experiment in the field without the pressure of producing tangible
results (10).
Through landscape applications, local interventions are claimed to be able to have an impact on a
regional level, making the identification of local solutions to global problems popular with development
agencies and multilateral organizations whose primary objectives are on more regional or global scale (1,
2, 8, 10, 12). The idea of upscaling and the principles of ‘act local, think global’ thus impact the decisionmaking in woodfuel interventions, as it makes clear that local woodfuel interventions are subject to
broader scale objectives such as climate change mitigation or nature conservation.
Comprising ideas of landscape approaches and upscaling, the GBEP conference concluded with the
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recommendation to further explore opportunities for bioenergy developments within a nexus approach to
ensure future sustainable and inclusive developments of woodfuel supply chains in SSA. In the final
outcome document of the GBEP conference the goal of the nexus approach is described as nothing less
than integrating all relevant policy processes that potentially impact bioenergy governance into one,
mainstreamed policy agenda, including policy processes that concern themselves with issues of energy,
agriculture, land, water and the environment (GBEP, 2021).

5.4. Improved stoves and alternative fuels
The findings indicate that the introduction of alternative fuels or improved stoves are popular woodfuel
interventions in SSA today and is considered a promising approach to both reducing woodfuel usage and
helping target groups transition to new and more sustainable fuels (3, 4, 5, 9, 10). However, it argues that
woodfuel interventions circling around the
introduction of sustainable stoves or alternative

Box 4: Improved stoves often fail to cater to
the preferences of households in SSA

fuels often fail to consider that local markets
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sounds like a great, clean alternative to polluting and
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Kenya, but which failed to be adopted as the stove

difficult. Issues with alternative fuels that emerged

sizes did not match with the preferences of the

during the FGD included that fuel alternatives tend to

local users. In Kenya it is typical to cook on bigger

be too expensive for locals, who might be aware of

pots and for groups of people, whereas the stoves

their benefits, but simply cannot afford to adopt the
technology or that local markets simply cannot offer

were designed only for smaller pots and smaller

the services necessary for households to use the

households.

technology reliably over longer periods of time.

The provision of gas stoves was claimed to
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charcoal, but biomass that still has to be processed is
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affordable enough for the average household (2, 9,

Chosim:

11). One interviewee highlighted the importance

“If you have to buy gas you should be able to sustain

of developing markets to facilitate the adoption of

it, when the gas is gone you need to buy”
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improved stoves and explained how EnDev is indeed attempting to create the market necessary to sustain
continuous usage of improved stoves in their target communities in Ghana.
Alternative fuels were also a recurring subject during the GBEP
conference, with a majority of presentations highlighting the potential of alternative fuels in SSA or
showcasing pilot projects that were concerned with the production of bioenergy alternatives to traditional
biomass such as woodfuel or charcoal. A total of 9 presentations during the conference were related to the
subject, of which most were about bioethanol, biogas, or the production of briquettes. The number of
presentations and speakers who were concerned with issues of alternative fuels indicates the perceived
importance of alternative fuels for the bioenergy supply in SSA in the future.

5.5. Capacity development
One interviewee stated that the mandate of CIFOR, which is shared among many NGOs in the sector, was
the creation of agency, or ‘‘[…] improving the level to which peoples’ voices are being heard by the
institutions and places, where actions can be taken” (8). This indicates that the mandate of CIFOR and most
other organizations in the field of woodfuel interventions go beyond purely economic or environmental
objectives, but towards the empowerment of their target groups and the development of agency (1, 2, 3,
4, 5, 7, 9, 10, 11). Capacity development is a core pillar of todays’ development cooperation and arguably
follows the principles of ‘help for self-help’ (from German: ‘Hilfe zur Selbsthilfe’), which assumes the
exchange of knowledge and skills rather than technologies and money are the most efficient means of
developing agency, ownership and grassroot development (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9). Interestingly, this approach
in development cooperation is omnipresent but often critiqued as some consider it Eurocentric and
condescending (8, 9). This approach to development cooperation used to be referred to as ‘capacity
building’, which is outdated as it indicates the lack of basic skills rather than acknowledge that skills and
knowledge that could be improved-upon exist already among the target groups.

5.6. Forest Law Enforcement
Another recurring theme related to capacity development was the acknowledgement of a lack of good
governance in forest governance in SSA. It was claimed that many producers and traders had little
motivation to adhere to the formal rules and regulations, which tend to be detached from the realities
lived by the people (4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10). The UNDP defines good governance as government arrangements
that are “[…] capable, responsive, inclusive, and transparent.” (Saito, 2021) and most interviewees
indicated that they observed this not applying for many woodfuel governance systems in SSA and that
formal governments in the region, for a multitude of reasons, often struggled to enforce regulations and
laws (1, 4, 5, 6, 8, 9, 10, 11).
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According to one interviewee an example of such disconnection of policies and lived realities in
the field can be found in the DRC, where charcoal producers are expected to apply for an extraordinarily
expensive permit to be allowed to legally produce charcoal. This permit additionally would allow charcoal
producers to produce an amount of 450 tons of charcoal, which the average charcoal producer could never
do in the first place (10). Another interviewee referred to the case of Kenya’s law, which forbids the
harvesting of woodfuel anywhere but private land, while 80% of land in Kenya is technically privately
owned to begin with, resulting in much confusion about what land the government officially put out for
woodfuel production. Another example refers to a law that technically forbids the production of charcoal
in the country, while charcoal consumption remains legal and even preferred by the president himself,
again creating much confusion among charcoal producers (9). Another interviewee claimed to have
observed that the actors responsible for the implementation of forest-related laws and regulations often
struggle to do so against the prevalent local customary institutions or tended to misuse their power for
their interests (6). It was further argued that the lack of good governance often stemmed from corruption,
which was both described as a result of a lack of good governance and as an incentive for officials to create
irrational policies or manipulate existing ones for their self-interest (6, 9, 11). The incentives for locals to
produce charcoal illegally thus appears to outweigh their capability to abide by local laws, while forest laws
and regulations scare off producers and make informal and often illegal practices more attractive.
The lack of good governance was also a recurring subject in the GBEP conference and the
“weakness or absence of policy and regulatory frameworks that guide bioenergy development” (GBEP,
2021, p. 2) considered a main limitation to the development of a sustainable and equitable bioenergy
industry in SSA. Indications of lacking governance mechanisms mentioned during the GBEP conference
include the missing of developed regional markets for bioenergy, lack of research in the field, missing
standards and regulations that could steer energy developments and lack of cross-border cooperation in
the initiating of cross-regional trade mechanisms. Because of flawed regulations on the one hand, and
corrupt officials on the other hand, woodfuel interventions, especially if initiated by development agencies,
often support Forest Law Enforcement, Governance and Trade (FLEGT) interventions (1, 6, 9, 10, 12). The
EU FLEGT Action Plan was initiated by the EU and aims at creating bureaucratized woodfuel supply chains,
create transparency and equity along the chain, fight corruption and support good governance practices.
The GML project itself is designed to address key knowledge gaps related to the EU FLEGT Action plan and
can be considered at least partially a FLEGT initiative, which however has additional objectives that are
linked to livelihood development objectives. Formalizations of supply chains are a popular aspect of FLEGT,
as the underlying problem that FLEGT initiatives aim to solve are related to a lack of good governance,
which I will explore further in the institutions chapter.
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5.7. Formalization of supply chains and actors
There is a strong call for the formalization of often informal woodfuel supply chains among organizations
working in the field of woodfuel governance. Multiple motivations for such an approach were given by the
interviewees, it was claimed for instance that the WWF attempts to formalize as many aspects of their
project design as possible to not just avoid conflicts, mismatches, or legal issues, but also to clarify and
legalize their targets’ property- and tenure rights. It was claimed that the formalization of supply chains is
a necessary means by which the WWF aims at strengthening their targets’ natural and human capital,
enable them to make legal claims against land-grabbing and thus build and strengthen peoples’ agency (4,
5). This was also reflected by one interviewee, who argued that only through the formalization of charcoal
supply chains fair market mechanisms and laws, which benefit the producers and make them less
dependent on often corrupt brokers or traders, could be enforced (6).
Formalization also occurs as a prerequisite for the inclusion of informal groups, which often play
a crucial role in woodfuel governance. It was argued that when a development agency or NGO includes an
informal group in their woodfuel intervention either as partners or target, these become recognized
entities in the eyes of the organization and thus formalized (1, 4, 5, 8). Through the formalization of
informal groups, the role and mandate of actor groups who have developed their own, intrinsic group
dynamics become acknowledged and increasingly taken into consideration in the decision-making process
behind woodfuel interventions. Another incentive pushing the formalization of woodfuel supply chains was
highlighted during the GBEP conference and revolves around the bankability, or attractiveness of woodfuel
interventions for private sector investments. It was indicated that most bioenergy projects in SSA had the
character of being mostly related to aid-provisioning or small-scale entrepreneurship. This is assumedly
due to the fact, that such projects have failed to attract substantial investments that could allow local
stakeholders in bioenergy projects to benefit and subsequently grow the woodfuel sector to its’ full
economic potential.
Recurring themes in the GBEP conference were ideas of creating pan-regional institutions
responsible for the facilitation and coordination of woodfuel and bioenergy governance. Closely related to
ideas of formalization of supply chains and FLEGT principles, the creation of such formal institutions is
perceived as a way of creating regional strategies and partnerships while sustainably growing the bioenergy
sector in SSA. Speakers during the conference highlighted the importance of mainstreaming bioenergy
development efforts across the continent and regions (AUC), the need for building intra- and international
coalitions for the development of the bioenergy industry in SSA (USGC), increased coordination and
monitoring of cross-border woodfuel trade (ICRAF) and the application of global visions on the
development of regional and local strategies for bioenergy sector developments.
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5.8. Traditional Ecological Knowledge (TEK)
The existence of inherited and culturally embedded woodfuel management mechanisms that are often
well-adapted to local circumstances were indicated to be omnipresent and much consulted all over SSA (8,
9, 11). The importance of TEK in understanding how locals govern their natural resources and grasping how
it changed and developed over time is argued to be an important input to the decision-making behind
woodfuel interventions. One interviewee argued that when an intervention has been a success in one place
it will not automatically be appropriate for another place, not just based on the bio-physical differences
between the two areas, but also because of the often drastically different local traditional methods and
knowledge (9). The question of ‘For who is this appropriate?’ was raised and the interviewee claimed that
Eurocentric approaches of upscaling woodfuel projects often fail to consider local TEK and local cultural
and traditional practices. Several interviewees acknowledged the value of TEK within the broader context
of SSA and referred to local farmers as experts in the field who know the land and how to work it (6, 8, 9,
11).

5.9. Woodfuel is here to stay
Talking about alternatives to woodfuel one of the interviewees remarked that he believed “nothing will
change”, indicating his belief that woodfuel will most likely remain the main energy source for most
households in SSA in the near future simply because it is the preferred energy source for the majority of
households (1). This was acknowledged, if not addressed directly, by almost all interviewees, who agreed
that the use of woodfuel is also a question of preference in SSA. Using woodfuel as an energy source for
cooking was regarded as a cultural act deeply rooted in the peoples’ identity (1, 2, 3, 6, 7, 8, 9, 11) and one
Box 5: Woodfuel is the preferred energy source for cooking in many rural households
Discussing the findings of the FGD the participants highlighted that the hesitation of many rural households
in changing their means of cooking might be rooted in their cooking preferences as well as socio-cultural
reasons. The use of woodfuels was described by the participants of the FGD as a deeply cultural experience,
inherited through generations and as a means of social cohesion within households and communities.
Frimpong:
“Some people find it difficult to break away from their dependency on charcoal [because] some foods are
easier cooked on charcoal than on stoves.”
To which Chisom added:
“Food cooked on firewood is more delicious than any other alternative fuel” and that “[w]hen we go home
for celebrations like Christmas or Eastern there are a lot of people and we cook together, we cook on very
large pots”, which she claims gas stoves or electric stoves cannot cook as well as firewood can.
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interviewee described the role of woodfuel in households as more than a mere tool, but as a means of
connecting the people within the household, claiming that “[f]amilies gather around the stoves to eat and
talk” (Translated from German, 2). This indicates the difficulties that interventions on the demand side of
woodfuel supply chains might face when trying to introduce alternatives to woodfuel in SSA. The
interviewees referred to discourses and ideas of food sovereignty, which comprises the recognition that
food must not just be nutritious, but also that its’ preparation must cater to the peoples’ preferences. Ideas
of food sovereignty thus go beyond simple preferences but recognize the socio-cultural and religious
aspects of food and the way it is prepared.

5.10.

Intervention-internal Knowledge Management

Besides different discourses and ideas, organizations also consult different bodies of scientific information
to inform their decision-making. It was indicated that knowledge is often managed internally, though for
instance

consulting

mechanisms
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skilled
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knowledgeable staff in the intervention at
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hand, either in the planning or implementation
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phase (1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 7, 9). Additionally,

Mr. W. (11), USAID

universities and research institutes are often
consulted

as

partners

in

woodfuel

interventions, both to ensure that up-to-date scientific knowledge is informing the decision-making in
woodfuel interventions as well as a way of capacity development, if a local university is being approached
and for instance offered a PhD position within an ongoing project (1).
Monitoring and evaluation activities were frequently emphasized as a crucial aspect of knowledge
creation and management within woodfuel interventions. Information collected during monitoring and
evaluation activities are not just used to adapt and manage day-to-day activities but are also communicated
to boards and donors to prove transparency, show accountability, and justify changes or adaptations in the
project design (1, 2, 3, 11). The importance of thorough socio-economic and impact surveys as well as
independent governmental evaluations by local authorities in informing decision-making was emphasized
and one interviewee raised the importance of participatory evaluation of woodfuel interventions on a
household level, hinting at the vital role target opinion should play in adapting institutional decision-making
(2, 4, 5, 9). Implementing a woodfuel intervention does not mean a new practice or technology is being
adopted. On the contrary, it was claimed that innovations are often only superficially adopted, but in reality
are either not used or appropriated for other things (1, 2, 3, 9, 11, 12). One interviewee experienced this
first-hand during a monitoring activity for a project in which improved stoves were distributed to a large
number of households. Interviewing one such household on their experience with the stove and examining
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the stove he observed that “[…] there was a chicken nesting inside of it, laying eggs. […] Obviously they
weren’t using the stove” (11). This example underlines the importance of monitoring and evaluation as a
source of information, but also shines a light on why it is important to include target groups in the decisionmaking process.

5.11.

Networks and Flurfunk/office grapevine

The interviewees acknowledged that communication is key in designing woodfuel interventions. Platforms
through which decision-makers and implementors can communicate and exchange horizontally with
partner organizations or associated organizations and knowledgeable actors were mentioned as important
sources of knowledge, inspiration, and as means to build synergies and strengthen partnerships (1, 2, 4, 5,
7, 8, 9, 11). Such platforms are often formalized and organized to enable organizations working in the same
field or same area to communicate and support each other (4, 5).
Communication and exchange can also occur through more informal channels, which one
interviewee argued to be at least as important as official exchange platforms (1). One such informal
network was referred to as ‘Flurfunk’ (from German translated into ‘office gravevine’, 1), which comprises
informal conversations and exchanges that occur between staff on the corridor of an office or in more
social gatherings between staff of different departments or different organizations. Flurfunk is indicated as
having a crucial role in communication among staff as well as with staff of other organizations and thus
provides an informal platform of exchange and collective learning. It was described as a secondary channel
of communication occurring besides office hours, giving staff more room to explore and talk about subjects
outside of organizational structures and rules. It was argued that such informal networks often developed
among expat communities in project countries, which tend to be inclusive and usually pool together expats
with similar cultural or organizational backgrounds (2). One interviewee added that while project staff
tends to come and go, “[…] those career researchers in academics and teachers at the universities and so
on, they are there and they constitute a solid basis […] they know each other and they talk to one another”
(11).

5.12.

Lack of information on woodfuel

It was claimed that the availability of data on woodfuel in SSA was often insufficient, with numbers and
statistics on for instance annual demand missing (1, 3, 8, 9, 10). The potential of knowledge development
in that regard through bureaucratizing of the woodfuel value chains and an increased monitoring of trade
flows was emphasized as a potential means to create economic benefits by allowing better taxation
mechanisms (3, 6, 11). This was also reflected in one of the core findings of the GBEP conference, which
recognised a lack of information regarding bioenergy and woodfuel supply chains. In the final outcome
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document of the GBEP (GBEP, 2021, 4) it is indicated that crucial information on “[…] consumption data,
availability of biomass resources, as well as many health and socio-economic information.” was simply
missing in SSA and could thus not inform decision-makers in the formalization of woodfuel interventions.
The problems leading to this lack of information can be related to weak government efforts, missing
institutional and financial capacities and the lack of human capital.

5.13.

Implications for CIFOR?

The GML project consults a landscape approach with a strong emphasis on socio-economic landscape
features. As a result of this emphasis woodfuel consumption is not regarded as an unsustainable practice
per se, but rather accepted as the target groups preferred and most accessible energy resource.
Acknowledging this means that the CIFOR staff in Eastern Cameroon accepts the use of woodfuel in the
area and provides alternatives on a voluntary basis rather than enforcing changes within the current
woodfuel governance regime in the project area. It was claimed that CIFOR within the GML project focusses
on creating awareness of energy alternatives and capacity building through a participatory bottom-up
approach that aims at building trust with the target groups on location (7). As a research organization CIFOR
bases its’ intervention on direct in-situ observations as well as available scientific information but has the
mandate of creating knowledge on woodfuel governance where it is lacking. The bodies of evidence and
knowledge that CIFOR is consulting can thus be described as a combination of (i) available, up-to-date
scientific information and (ii) observation-based evidence collected in-situ.
CIFORs’ engagement in the GML project in Eastern Cameroon can be directly linked to closing the
information gap related to woodfuel and bioenergy related data and addressing issues related to the EU
FLEGT Action Plan. The organization attempts to do so, by consulting an approach of creating participation,
ownership, and agency with the aim to pilot and upscale solutions (7, 8, 9). Acknowledging broader issues
such as CC and deforestation the project implementors attempt to tackle local livelihood issues through
capacity development and strengthening of the targets’ agency through educational activities to
strengthen local woodfuel supply chains and woodfuel management practices among the target
population.
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6. INSTITUTIONS SHAPING INSTITUTIONAL DECISIONMAKING
Firstly, it is important to note that there is no globally applicable and legally binding set of regulations that
steer how countries must govern their natural resources. There is no global formal institution with actual
executive and legislative powers that might intervene with the sovereignty of nations. However, some
multilateral organizations and partnerships might take nations accountable for failing to reach agreed upon
goals (1, 2, 3, 4). The findings indicate that it is these goals and agreements that constitute the primary
directive consulted by decision-makers to inform negotiations around development cooperation and the
formulation of national developmental objectives.
It was indicated by all interviewees that woodfuel interventions in the frame of development
cooperation are often based on policy agreements, non-binding contracts, and individual country’s
commitments rather than directly on bodies of primary knowledge. It was argued that through these
objectives and commitments sovereign countries claim and clarify their individual development priorities
and commitments to global efforts towards sustainable development, while also outlining their own
interests and development pathways. Furthermore, the findings indicate that specifically informal
institutions play a crucial role in shaping local and regional interests and are vital in the success or failure
of woodfuel interventions. In this chapter, the findings on formal and informal institutions that the
interviewees acknowledged as influential on the decision-making behind woodfuel interventions are
presented.

6.1. International agreements and national
commitments
The findings indicated that, not just when it comes to woodfuel interventions but virtually any projects
implemented in the frame of multi- or bilateral development cooperation, the formal institutional basis for
negotiations can usually be traced back to 2015, when the Paris Agreement was formulated and passed by
the UN. The accommodating documents such as the Agenda 2030 and the adoption of the 17 SDGs can be
considered the pillars on which negotiations around development cooperation stand today (1, 3, 4, 5, 9).
Member countries of the UN who signed the Paris agreement formulated their individual
nationally determined contributions to the Paris Agreement (NDCs) and the achievement of the SDGs,
which in combination with national development objectives and interests steer development efforts on a
national level. It was claimed that through the formulation of such contributions clear structures are
introduced to development cooperation that both acknowledges the interests of partner countries as well
the objectives of internationally agreed commitments towards sustainable development (1, 2, 3, 8, 10). It
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appears that projects in the frame of development cooperation are usually inspired by and refer to the
SDGs, and acknowledge commitments made in the NDCs. The NDCs are monitored, evaluated, and revised
on a 5-year basis, with the first revision still
happening at the time this research was

‘The GIZ is the tool by which Germany is

conducted and the next revision occurring in

fulfilling their commitment to the SDGs.’

2025. Through the NDCs sectors and goals are

Mr. N. (1), GIZ

emphasized that will be targeted through
development cooperation and partnerships.
The NDCs thus define where the fund will be allocated and what projects will be supported. One
interviewee explained how he is involved in the ongoing revision of the NDCs for Ghana as the
representative of a federal agency. During the revision process he attempts to advocate for the
introduction of more woodfuel energy-related goals in Ghana’s NDCs to have stronger support for current
and future woodfuel related interventions in the area (3).
The national development objectives and commitments to the Paris Agreement are often
formulated broadly to avoid conflicts over focus areas, facilitate negotiations and give room for the
consideration of uncertainties. The strategy of the BMZ for instance is inspired by and aimed at achieving
the SDGs and among the implementers of the GML project is the GIZ, which is a sub-department of the
BMZ and can be considered their implementing arm and the ‘tool by which Germany is fulfilling their
commitments’ (translated from German, 1) towards development cooperation and specifically the SDGs.
The GIZ’s involvement in the GML project is thus arguably a direct result of the way the BMZ is translating
Germany’s commitment towards the SDGs into practice.

Another example of how the SDGs can be

translated into action is through international projects and partnerships, one interviewee gave the example
Box 6: Rural communities distrust international projects
The Great Green Wall project is a cross-regional project initiated by numerous international and
multilateral organizations, including among others the EU, IUCN, AU and FAO. The project aims at
directly contributing to 15 out of the 17 SDGs and is supposed to be implemented in the Sahel region
with the objective of halting the continuing of desertification in the region. Chisom claimed that
multilateral organizations and the government were making:
“[…] a lot of noise, nothing is really happening […] there is a lot of lies coming up and they are taking
money and they are deceiving people and nothing is really going to happen. In SSA […] there is no
good governance on this management, Africa is going to suffer a whole lot with Climate Change and
everything. […] How many years now do they keep saying that it is an initiative, for how long can a
project be an initiative? It was only in 2019 when they made an Africa the chairman of that great
green wall of Africa. It doesn’t make sense.”
She clearly indicates her distrust in multilateral projects such as the Great Green Wall and claims she
had no confidence in acclaimed multilateral projects yielding any tangible results.
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of the Bonn Challenge, which is especially interesting with regards to woodfuel interventions. The Bonn
Challenge was initiated by the German government and IUCN in 2011. It was inspired by the SDGs, the Aichi
Biodiversity Targets, the Land Degradation Neutrality (LDN) goal and the Paris Agreement and revolves
around reforestation and landscape restoration. Member states pledged to restore a total of 350 million
hectares of land until 2030 (Bonnchallenge, 2021, 1). This shows how the SDGs can be translated into
pledges and commitments besides national development targets and how international treaties and
agreements, even though not binding, are major drivers in the decision-making behind woodfuel
interventions (1, 10, 11).

6.2. Institutionalized Corruption
Corruption was a recurring theme during the interviews, with most interviewees acknowledging it as an
influential and detrimental institutional driver in decision-making around natural resource management in
SSA (1, 3, 8, 9, 11). One of the interviewees spoke most of the interview especially passionately about his
observations and experiences with corruption in cross-border charcoal trade in his home country Kenya,
where he has experienced first-hand how
corruption can threaten the livelihoods of the
already poor and marginalized (6). He claimed
that corruption is omnipresent along woodfuel

‘They’ve got this system set up so that they’re
[…] skimming off of it and then they use that
money to have political connections.’

supply chains and argues that national attempts

Mr. W. (11), USAID

at controlling corruption tend to have the
opposite effects and instead strengthen rather
than weaken the power of corrupt officials. He claims that the actors that control the trade and access to
resources, often government officials, are given the authority of regulating trade flows through their power
of enforcing regulations. Charcoal-producers dependent on selling charcoal and desperate to make a living
are often forced to reach out to corrupt officials to bypass regulations and regularly choose to pay bribes
rather than often more expensive fines or taxes.
It was further claimed that along woodfuel supply chains cartel-like structures develop, dominated
by powerful actors that control access and transportation of woodfuel (6, 11). It was claimed that there are
systems in place that tend to work in the favour of a few powerful actors that control the value chains
through bribing and influence over groups and actors responsible for the policing and enforcing of
regulations. About corruption in woodfuel trade in Senegal and the people controlling the alleged charcoalcartel one of the interviewees claimed that charcoal trade is a multi-million-dollar industry and that the
cartel-leaders have got “[…] this system set up so that they’re […] skimming off of it and then they use that
money to have political connections” (11), to a degree that they can influence governmental departments
to make policies in the cartels’ favour. The interviewee concluded that in Senegal “[…] the whole regulatory
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system has been corrupted” up to the governmental departments that fund projects.
Another interviewee added to this that it should be at the core of any woodfuel interventions to
have a plan on how to deal with biased and potentially corrupt powerful political players who might force
their interests on woodfuel interventions (9). However, another interviewee also claimed to recognize
institutionalized corruption as a widespread informal institution in SSA and as such calls for the need for it
to be considered in the intervention-planning just as much as religious, socio-cultural or gender-based
institutions (8). While the interviewee denies corrupt actors’ legitimacy beyond their informal, sociocultural context, he advocates to also bring biased and potentially corrupt officials to the planning table to
participate in negotiations and acknowledge their role as powerful stakeholders in woodfuel governance
in SSA.
Box 7: Frustration with corrupt officials
Discussing the results of the participatory exercises during the FGD the participants showed a great
awareness and frustration about conflicts arising between traditional and national governments. Asked
about how the participants have experienced woodfuel governance changing in their communities,
Chisom explained, that compared to when she was younger:
“The [national] government is taking a lot of control and is what is causing more and more frictions
and conflicts between local leaders and the central government”
to corrupt structures and self-interests influencing decision-making in woodfuel interventions.
Chisom:
“They [the government] take a whole lot of money from China and then they even sell the trees to
development initiatives for corporations that create even more pollution. That is where the corruption
comes in!”

6.3. Customary and traditional governments
The interviewees indicated that traditional structures and institutions, while often unspoken, define the
attitude with which the locals approach interventions and can be a limiting factor to the legitimacy of
interventions in the field (2, 6, 7, 8, 9). Considering the influence of traditional norms and rules it was
argued that within most woodfuel supply chains in SSA one must give special consideration to the
customary structures that govern local decision-making regarding the governance of forest resources
especially in rural settings (1, 4, 5, 8, 9). Adding to the role of customary governments in woodfuel
interventions one interviewee claimed that, while one would expect the national or regional government
to hold the power “[…] in reality […] it is more the local authorities who hold the power” and that for
instance charcoal producers will “[…] ask permission [from] either those chiefs or the traditional holders of
the lands.” (10). The importance of recognizing and acknowledging historically embedded power
hierarchies in customary settings was emphasized by several interviewees and it was claimed that it is
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through these structures that woodfuel intervention become legitimized and accepted by the local
populations, which identifies with and trusts the customary arrangements that have historically developed
in their communities (1, 4, 5, 8, 9, 10).
Box 8: Customary Governments
In a weighting exercise during the FGD, in which the participants were asked to distribute tokens
between different actors according to their importance for household-level woodfuel access, the
participants weighted the role of traditional governments highest, outperforming the role of the
national government. Discussing these findings, it was explained that as any government structure
traditional and customary governments have intrinsic power hierarchies. The lowest body in this
hierarchy is the family or household, then the kindred, then the clan and eventually the whole
community. Chinyere claims that these structures can be found in “[…] every village and in every town
[…]” in Nigeria and shape decision-making especially regarding communal resources. Suggestions,
solutions, or proposals that concern community resource must move up this hierarchy before they are
presented to the traditional ruler, who is the highest authority in the clan and whose responsibility it
is to facilitate and coordinate change on a community level and to mitigate conflicts over resource
accessibility. These customary authorities are the recognized and trusted decision-makers in rural
communities and often trusted more than national or regional governments. Chinyere:
“Before anyone wants to cut trees, saw down trees, they first have to make a meeting in the kindred,
and then from the kindred division they go to the clan […] and then conclude that this land, we are
going to fell the trees here, and when there is agreement they can go about it, [the kindred] is the first
point of contact […] and the clan chief [traditional ruler or community gatekeeper] has the final
decision-making power.”

6.4. Recognition of differing realities
A recurring theme throughout the interviews was the recognition of complex and inherently different
realities between political decision-makers and the people in the field (5, 8, 9, 11). It was argued that while
goals and values often tend to be shared among both targets and decision-makers, one can think of the
importance of protecting the natural world or
mitigating the effects of climate change,

‘When it is dark there must be a fire in the

perceptions of their reality and for instance

house.’

what exactly needs to be protected might be

Ms. S. (9), ICRAF

inherently different between actors with
different

socio-cultural

backgrounds.

Eurocentric expectations presumably clash with the realities in the field, for instance where targets are
expected to be literate as a prerequisite to participate in an intervention, whereas experience showed that
the peoples’ literacy had little impact on their work or quality of their inputs (8, 10, 11). This clashing of
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perceptions was claimed to have especially detrimental effect where power-hierarchies come into play in
decision-making contexts, as is often the case in political negotiations around woodfuel interventions, in
which decisions are in a way imposed on a
people that had no, or only limited possibility to

Box 9: The Role of cultural values in woodfuel
governance

inform the decision-making (8, 9, 11).

Discussing the role of customary and cultural values in

An interesting example was raised
concerning national parks in Kenya. One
interviewee

claimed

that

development

communal woodfuel governance the participants of the
FGD indicated the role of institutionalized cultural
practices in woodfuel governance. Two especially
relevant factors emerged, the recognition of sacred

organization concerned with the installation of

forests and culturally embedded social cohesion related

parks and protection of landscapes tended to

to woodfuel collection and use. Chisom argued, that

be in favour of depopulating the area of

firewood collection is a group-activity and is a vital part

interest, jumping to the conclusion that people

of building social relationships among especially the

living within these areas were a major threat to
the lo cal wildlife and biodiversity. However,

younger members of a community. Chinyere added
about the use of firewood and the cultural practices
related to it, that:

the interviewee argued that the people living
within the park indeed shared the same
objective as the project planners, namely

”During the rainy season people light up firewood and
then sit around it for moonlight stories, folktales,
traditional parables by the elders, [it is] where they tell

protecting the wildlife and natural environment
they depended on for their livelihoods. The
reality of the decision-makers suggested that
people automatically led to the degradation of

the younger generation stories of the old […]”
To which Chisom added:
”And that is firewood, that is not cookstoves, that is the
real firewood”

natural resources, while the reality in the field
was that the communities living within the soon

This exchange between Chinyere and Chisom indicates

to be protected area were safeguarding rather

how deeply embedded woodfuel is in the socio-cultural

than degrading the natural world around them

beyond a source of energy for cooking and is embedded

(personal communication).
Many

interviewees

context of many rural communities in SSA. Its role goes
in

voiced

their

the

roots

of

many

socio-cultural

practices.

Asked about how woodfuel management has

concerns over such conceptual disjunctures,

changed compared to 10, 20 or 30 years ago it was

which occur where two parties […] are not

claimed, that Improvements and developments in

talking about the same thing, and do not know

woodfuel usage over recent decades has changed the

this […]” (de Castro, 2004, referred to in Blaser,

amount of time that households must allocate for the

2009, p. 11). Reflecting on this one interviewee
gave an anecdote about a visit to her

collection and production of woodfuel. This means both
that households and individuals have more time to spend
on other things, but also that culturally embedded

grandmother in rural Kenya, who asked her to

behaviours, such as social cohesion related to the activity

light a fire in the house, even though everybody

of firewood collecting, are slowly vanishing or becoming

was gathering outside. She argued that ‘when it

less important for local culture.
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is dark there must be a fire in the house’, regardless of whether it is being used to cook or heat, but simply
because it is tradition. A tradition that is rooted in the visibility of fire during night-time, acting in a way as
guiding lights for those travelling in the dark and as a landscape mark representing shelter, safety and
civilization or life itself. The interviewee concluded this anecdote with the statement that people fail to
‘see the use of the fire in the stove’, pointing towards the fact that the role given to the concept of fire given
by Eurocentric experts, fire is for cooking, does not match with the conceptualization of fire consulted by
locals (9). Another interviewee added to this that conceptual disjunctures were a result of organizations
trying to force a Eurocentric perspective onto the people impacted by an intervention without consulting
the target groups about their preferences and socio-cultural relationships to the issue at hand. In the case
of woodfuel use as a practice, the conceptual disjuncture might be that international organizations fail to
see that the use of woodfuel is going far beyond only supplying energy to cook but comprises social
artefacts related to security, cultural identity, and social cohesion (3, 8, 9).

6.5. Recognition of cultural legacies
Cultural and historic legacies were said to have a decisive role in the shaping of rural communities’ attitudes
towards external actors. They were argued in some cases to be the root of a general distrust towards
implementing organizations and institutions and discouraged target groups from cooperating with project
implementors (1, 3, 8, 9, 10). This distrust can often be traced back to experiences of conflicts over natural
resources and a general perception of the government neglecting the needs of the peoples’ respective
community, as well as a loyalty to customary and historically embedded systems over statutory
government arrangements. Recognising historic and colonial legacies is claimed to be crucial to create an
understanding of the socio-cultural dynamics in target areas and grasp the informal and cultural realities
that form socio-economic behaviour (8, 9, 11). On the example of Eastern DRC one interviewee argues that
a lack of historical information, or at least historical information from a local perspective, was lacking,
partially due to the cruel colonial past of the country (8). This kind of knowledge the interviewee argues is
however necessary to inform decision-making in woodfuel interventions, as it would allow decision-makers
to grasp the historical background of the area and acknowledge the colonial legacies that impact the people
and shape their identity and attitudes. Historic experiences with slave trade for instance, first by the hand
of Arab slave traders entering the region from Tanzania, and later under the gruesome rule of the Belgians,
needed to be understood when trying to fathom the relationship of the Congolese people with foreign
authorities.
Customary structures were said to have an immense influence on how people in SSA govern their
natural resources. It was observed that in project areas especially in Western Africa informal and traditional
belief systems and superstitions were driving forces in shaping peoples’ behaviours (1, 2). Due to the
unwritten nature of socio-cultural legacies, which are often communicated only through stories and tales
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rather than being captured in writing, decision-makers from different socio-cultural background are often
unable to consider how cultural traits passed down from generation to generation and impact peoples’
behaviours (8, 9). One interviewee shared his experiences with traditional believes and historically
embedded superstitions in West Africa to highlight the importance of recognizing customary norms in
project implementation as a means of building and maintaining trust. Offering a local partner an already
opened beverage for instance might be viewed as a threat as local history shows that an opened beverage
might have been poisoned. Another example that might contradict Eurocentric experiences might be the
amount of time that is needed to build trust or establish a relationship with communities, whose history
has made them especially cautious and hesitant towards foreigners (2).
Box 10: Customary governments as a ‘stronghold’ against external forces
Discussing the role of customary and traditional government arrangements the participants of the FGD
indicated that the customary governments were often regarded as the only legitimate authority in
communities. It was argued that their mandate of representing the needs and interests of their
communities was rooted in the history and culture of the people. Understanding cultural and historic
legacies can thus justify the power of customary institutions. Additionally, the traditional governments
often represent a deeply embedded desire for sovereignty and self-determination. Consequently, a
claim for the rights to govern communal resources through communal means appears as a driver for
localised woodfuel decision-making. Chisom argued that in her home-region in Nigeria the
representation of the locals needs, and interests was the responsibility of civil society organisations
and customary institutions, who often collaborate on the issue:
“[…] back home we got rather strong community organisations that always throw their weight behind
the traditional government.”
The role of customary institutions in some cases can be described as a stronghold against the authority
of a centralized government. The participants of the FGD thus raised issues of identity, and
decentralisation of natural resource governance in addition to their interest in sovereignty and selfdetermination. Chisom claimed, that:
”[…] the traditional government together with civil society always kind of make forces against the
central government!”

6.6. Recognition of Intergenerationality
Decisions made by rural communities, while they might be informed, appear to be more emotional than
science-backed (9). These decisions however can be informed in a constructivist manner by drawing from
bodies of cultural and traditional knowledge that might be beyond the knowledge of organizational and
institutional decision-makers or intervention implementers (1, 8, 9). It was argued that much of the work
done in SSA on woodfuel governance aims at facilitating the transition from what is considered
unsustainable practices today to what Eurocentric science claims to be sustainable in the future. Naturally,
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solutions and interventions proposed by organizations from different cultural and environmental
backgrounds are thus shaped by Eurocentric ideas, which often do not match with the needs of the people
that are supposed to adopt the solutions (3, 8, 9, 11). One interviewee put it bluntly as ‘the technologies
produced do not respond to the needs’ or preferences of the people in the target areas.
It was claimed that organizations and experts in the field fail to see that what they propose is not
simply a transition within the use of energy but a change in the way of life of their target groups. Such a
lifestyle change cannot come within a short timespan but will take a generation to be adopted on a broader
scale (4, 5, 9, 11). Issues of intergenerational
consideration were raised. Firstly, those

‘The technologies produced to not respond to

adopting new technologies, the innovators and

the needs [of the people].’

early adopters of innovations, tend to be

Ms. S. (9), CIFOR

younger;

and

secondly,

younger

people

struggle or downright refuse to impose new
technologies on the older generations, their parents, or grandparents who might not understand the
proposed innovation such as improved stoves, or simply refuse to change their way of life. One of the
interviewees includes considerations of intergenerationality in her approach to designing proposals for
woodfuel interventions by considering that ‘my grandmother must appreciate’ this intervention. The
interviewer argued that if her grandmother did not appreciate an intervention or innovation impacting the
way she uses woodfuel, there must be a disconnection between the proposed innovation and the
perceived reality of the targets in the field (9).

6.7. Implications for CIFOR?
The GML project in Eastern Cameroon is implemented in the frame of the EU FLEGT Action Plan in SSA. The
formal institutional basis for the GML projects can thus be found in the underlying international
agreements and targets embedded in it, specifically the Voluntary Partnership Agreements (VPAs), which
constitute a key aspect of the FLECT Action Plan. VPAs are non-binding agreements between the EU and
corresponding partner-countries to cooperate and pledge their efforts in achieving the SDGs 8 (Promote
inclusive and sustainable economic growth, employment and decent work for all), 12 (Ensure sustainable
consumption and production patterns), 13 (Take urgent action to combat climate change and its impacts),
15 (Sustainably manage forests, combat desertification, halt and reverse land degradation and halt
biodiversity loss) and 16 (promote just, peaceful and inclusive societies) (EUFLECT, 2021; UN-SDGS, 2021).
The targets and content of the GML project, while negotiated among the relevant institutional actors
involved in the project, are oriented around these SDGs. The overarching institutional FLEGT actors can be
found in the EU and in the relevant governing bodies of the partner-countries, which in SSA include
Cameroon, CAR, DRC and Ghana.
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Local partners of CIFOR in the implementation of the GML project include APCRE (Action pour la
Promotion de la Creation) and LWF (Lutheran World Federation), which are both religious organisations
concerned with mostly livelihood development and relief activities in the area, as well as local community
representatives and chiefs (7). CIFOR appears to acknowledge and appreciate the role of civil society
organisations and customary institutions in the implementation and coordination of the GML project.
During two interviews with CIFOR related experts the importance of cooperating with religious
organizations, youth groups and commodity-related associations, such as female-led agricultural
associations, in the planning and implementation of CIFORs interventions was indicated and bridged to the
role of such entities as representatives of the local population and as an entry point to building trust and
ownership with target communities (7, 8).
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7. DISCUSSION
In the former three chapters the findings from my data collection were presented. In this chapter I will
systemically answer the sub-research questions raised at the beginning of this thesis while critically
reflecting my findings against existing literature. Furthermore, I will critically reflect on my methodology
and the theoretical framework as used in this research.

7.1. Interests in woodfuel
What interests and interest groups drive institutional decision-making behind woodfuel interventions in
SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
In the findings chapter it was shown that a network of interest groups impacts the institutional decisionmaking process behind woodfuel interventions. It was indicated that whatever organization or institution
finances or allocates money to projects is granted the highest decision-making power, making project
donors and political powerholders the actors who can influence the negotiation process. Boone (et al,
2018, p. 215) claimed that in Kenya “[…] actors in both administrative and representative institutions of the
state […] were empowered as ‘veto players’ whose consent and cooperation was required […]” to initiate
projects and reforms. This leaves organizations with non-political affiliations, or which only represent
actors and stakeholders that lack agency and power within the area of interest with only the power to
inform, but not to change decisions. An organization implementing woodfuel interventions might for
instance identify more promising alternative approaches and communicate those findings to their
commissioners, but in the end has to adhere to the project specifications communicated by the donor
organization of the project. The overarching interests shaping the decision-making behind woodfuel
interventions are thus those that powerful political parties represent and push during negotiations. These
findings are reflected in literature, which suggests that North-South partnerships in development
cooperation are strictly hierarchical and driven by Eurocentric interests and views (Boone et al, 2019;
McEwan et al, 2012; Krott, 2005; Movuh et al, 2012; Darrow et al, 2005; and Visseren-Hamakes et al, 2007).
Keijzer (et al, 2019) explored a South-South development cooperation as an emerging trend, which
excludes Northern interest groups and is embedded in partnerships among developing or emerging
countries. However, it is still a rather new approach to development that needs yet to prove itself.
The results indicate that a direct result of this political nature of negotiations is that a high priority
is given to the coordination of the flow of funds in the field. This indicates that the economic interests of
funding organizations are among the major drivers behind institutional decision-making. The implementors
of woodfuel interventions seem to try and cater to the donors’ interests, which are often related to the
financial aspect of interventions or to produce results within the timeframe that funds are available. The
political nature of negotiating woodfuel interventions thus shifts the focuses of the intervention targets to
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the priorities of the political partners, making woodfuel interventions both greatly sector-specific and
commitment-bound, or in other words: decisions are made top-down and the interests of donors and
political partners are prioritized. These observations are reflected by Baumann (2021), Keijzer (et al, 2019)
and Weinlich (et al, 2020, p. 43), who claimed that “[…] decisions on how to allocate the funds can be taken
by the multilateral organisations alone […] or by contributors themselves.”, and that earmarking of funding
priorities has developed as an overarching framework guiding the funding of interventions in the field of
development cooperation. Keijzer (et al 2019, p. 46) claimed that the decisions of funding allocations were
“[…] often made or prepared outside, or with limited influence of the state where interventions shall be
implemented.” and that commissioning organizations tended to have a (p. 45) a “[…] strong focus on
measurable outcomes and large-scale impact […]”. Weinlich (et al, 2020) and Baumann (2021) argue that
the use of earmarked funding mechanisms has grown significantly since the 1990s, but increasingly faces
challenges related to knowledge gaps around what is being earmarked, potential mismatches with donor
organizations’ internal financial strategies and a fragmentation of donor-recipient relationships, due to the
necessary “[..] multitude of single contracts between donors and organisations.” (Weinlich et al, 2020, p.
257).
My findings and literature indicate that donor organization have an interest in initiating shorterterm and cost-efficient woodfuel interventions that yield in quantifiable and tangible outputs, that can be
used to advertise both the donor organizations and the project at hand. Indeed, Gore (2013) claimed that
long-term funding of development projects was lacking and Agrawala (et al, 2011, p. 187) found that “[…]
[m]any planning decisions focus on shorter time-scales and tend to neglect the longer-term perspective.”.
However, my findings indicate that this trend seems to go against the strategic planning of NGOs, which
seem to increasingly steer their project proposals towards medium- to longer-term objectives, thus
indicating a clash of shorter-term governmental funding priorities and the project objectives of NGOs.
While I could not find much on the differences between NGOs and federal agencies in terms of timeframing projects, literature suggests that long-term focuses in development cooperation are generally
considered the most promising, not just because it proves trust and solidarity with the project at hand, but
also because it allows project designers to adapt interventions to emerging changes (Keijzer et al, 2019).
Experts argue that a short-term focus in development projects is especially detrimental in efforts of climate
change adaptation (Agrawala et al, 2011; Klein, 2001; Gore, 2013; Larsen et al, 2007).
While the coordination of interests and prevention of conflicts are the core responsibility of
whatever organization facilitates the intervention at hand, it was suggested that conflicts occur almost
naturally where natural resource supply chains are being altered and power hierarchies come into play. It
was claimed that inter-group inequalities manifest where communities and target groups are excluded
from decision-making processes or where their interests, rights and livelihoods are threatened or not
reflected in the decision-making process. Reflecting conflicts in the North-South development cooperation
sector Krott (2005, p. 15) went to far as to claim, that “[…] those who utilize or protect forests are forced to
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subordinate their interests to politically determined programs […]” and could potentially face conflicts if
they did not, hinting both at the politically shaped power hierarchies in woodfuel interventions and the
potential for conflict where local socio-economic interests clash with targets negotiated in the political
arena. Arevalo (2016; et al, 2014, p. 1) highlighted the potential for conflicts especially over land tenure
and traditional rights, as well as over the “[…] management and utilization of natural resources […]” due to
lacking participation of target groups in the decision-making process behind woodfuel interventions, which
was reflected by Heltberg (2002) and Sepp (2009), who advocated for adequate land tenure/user rights in
woodfuel supply chains. Violent conflicts might thus emerge where the livelihoods of rural communities in
SSA are threatened. Adding a more political perspective Darrow (et al, 2005, p. 489) claimed that “[…]
[w]hile inequality by itself may not always be a sufficient condition to trigger violent conflict, the “capture”
of economic and political benefits associated with growing inequality may well be […]”. On the example of
Cameroon Samndong (et al, 2012) claimed that conflicts between communities and national and
international actors stemmed from perceived limitations in access to forest resources, limitations to rights
to use resources, corruption, lack of law enforcement, the lack of compensations where access to forests
was limited and a general feeling of a lack of ownership in forests, whereby conflicts might manifest
violently but more often occur non-violent in form of localized disputes.
Key interests voiced by the participants of the FGD indicate that the interests of rural communities
in SSA might differ from the interests of project commissioners and are driven by socio-economic concerns.
However, the highest priority for rural households in terms of woodfuel management appears to be the
protection of the health of their families and household members. This is partially in line with Darrow (et
al, 2005), who researched the role of human rights accountability in development cooperation and
investigated the interests of communities or marginalized groups, which are often subject to development
projects. He found that assets and capabilities considered important by these groups regarding their
freedom of choice included among other factors bodily health, respect and dignity, cultural identity and
political representation and accountability (Darrow et al, 2005, p. 478). His findings acknowledge that
target groups and what he referred to as ‘The Poor’ cared little about global issues and prioritized
improvements in their socio-economic and human capitals on household or family levels. Attention to the
health interests of households was reflected by the findings of Arnold (et al, 2006, p. 597), who found that
concerns over the so-called fuelwood crisis in the late 20th century were often driven by fears over people
in rural SSA turning to “[…] “inferior”, smokier fuels [which] could be damaging to eyes and lungs […]”.
The findings of this research indicate that within the GML project CIFOR finds itself in an employeremployee situation, in which its’ role is to coordinate the interests of different parties involved in the
project and in which their decision-making power is limited to informing and proposing woodfuel
interventions, while having to adhere to the priorities set by the commissioning parties the EU and the
government of Cameroon. At the same time the target area in Eastern Cameroon seems to be prone to
conflicts due to its’ proximity to high-tension areas along the CAR border, which is both the context of
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CIFORs target group as well as an indication and symptom of escalating power inequalities in the region.
Facilitating these power inequalities might be beyond CIFORs scope and presents CIFOR with the challenge
of having to balance both achieving the goals of the GML project while avoiding getting entangled in
potentially violent conflicts over power claims or conflicts over the already shrinking resources in the area.

7.2. Ideas in woodfuel
Which key ideas and discourses drive institutional decision-making in woodfuel interventions in SSA and
specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
The research findings indicate that the interviewees often consulted similar bodies of knowledge and
evidence to inform their decision-making processes. The trend towards multisectoral approaches however
makes it more difficult to pinpoint exact discourses but certain overarching discursive narratives were
recurring during the interviews and appeared as common denominators. These included broader meta
discourses around (i) sustainable development, CC mitigation and adaptation and the SDGs; (ii) neo-liberal
and market-based, (iii) regulatory and (iv) livelihood-oriented narratives. The overarching discourses
identified in the findings fit within the identified meta discourses as established by Arts (et al, 2010).
Ideologies shaped by ideas and narratives of sustainable development fit into what Arts (et al, 2010)
identified as a current overarching environmental meta discourse, which he simply refers to as the
‘Sustainable Development Discourse’. Neo-liberal and primarily market-based ideas indicated by the
interviewees fit well within the field of the economic and governance discourses described by Arts (et al,
2010) as the ‘Neo-liberalism Discourse’, and narratives that were explored in the interviews and which were
oriented around livelihoods developments and agency-building rather than economic or environmental
concerns fit within ‘Civic Environmentalism’ discourse, which Arts (et al, 2010, p. 61) described as being
“[…] associated with […] language of ‘stakeholders’ and ‘participation’ […]” and “[…] accompanied by terms
such as democratic efficiency, bottom-up approaches and governance arrangements.”, or the ‘Forest
Discourses’ described by Arts (et al, 2010).
The different ideas and discourses that emerged in the findings chapter, which I further discuss in
this chapter, appear to be shaping the decision-making around woodfuel interventions. Borrowing from
Arts (et al, 2010) I located them within the forest-related types of discourses he identified, namely
environmental meta discourses, economic and governance discourses, regulatory discourses, and forest
discourses. Table 3 gives a rough overview of how I relate the discourses and ideas identified in this
research to these. However, it must be noted that due to the intangible nature of discourses and their
often difficult to pin-point interconnections it is difficult to assign specific ideas to only one discourse. Ideas
of capacity development for instance might not just apply to livelihood-oriented narratives but also to
market-driven ones, same goes for ideas around reforestation, which might feed into virtually all forestrelated discourses. Additionally, numerous of the ideas and discourses mentioned in this research could
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also relate to what Pülzl (et al, 2014) refer to as the ‘mixed-source’ bioeconomy discourse, which has an
emphasis on economic concerns but can be associated with numerous established forest-related metadiscourses. Nevertheless, I will only refer to the discourses presented by Arts (et al, 2010) for simplicity
reasons.
(Meta) Discourses

Discourses

Ideas and Approaches

Potential Linkages

Environmental Meta

Sustainable

Virtually all discourses

Common denominator

Discourses

Development

and ideas

among all discourses

Discourse

-

Specifically:

and ideas

Climate Change
Economic and Governance

Neo-liberalism and

Discourses

Market-driven

-

Discourse

-

Bankability of

Can relate to

projects

regulatory discourses

Improved stoves

around smart

and alternative

regulations

fuels
Civic

-

Environmentalism
Discourse

-

Sovereignty and

Can relate to Forest

decentralization

Discourse around

Capacity

Woodfuel Crisis

Development
Regulatory Discourses

Smart regulations

-

Discourse

Formalization of

Can relate to Forest

value chains

Discourse on illegal
logging -> FLEGT

Forest Discourses

Woodfuel Crisis

-

Discourse

Woodfuel is

Can relate to

here to stay

Economic and
Governance Discourse
around Civic
Environmentalism

Deforestation

-

Reforestation

Discourse

Can be considered a
meta-discourse, as it
related to several
other discourses

Sustainable Forest

-

Upscaling and

Can relate to

Management

landscape

regulatory discourse

Discourse

approaches

around smart
regulations
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Forest-related

-

Traditional
Knowledge

-

Discourse

Illegal Logging

-

Discourse

Recognition of

Can relate to

TEK

Economic and

Recognition of

governance discourse

local

around civic

preferences

environmentalism

FLEGT

Can relate to
Regulatory discourse
around smart
regulations and
formalization of value
chains

Table 3: Overview of ideas and discourses.
The findings indicate that the general trend of woodfuel interventions seems to be going towards
landscape-oriented approaches, embedded in ideas of upscaling local solutions to broader, geographic
physical as well as non-physical scales. Literature suggests that landscape approaches, especially regarding
reforestation interventions, have long been well established approaches regarding woodfuel governance
(Arevalo et al, 2014; Harvey et al, 2020; Temudo et al, 2020). Liyama (et al, 2015, p. 195) for instance called
for the integration of “[…] charcoal into a landscape approach to provide incentives to protect natural
resources through inter-sectoral/multi-stakeholder coordination”. A particularly popular landscape
approach is the FLR, which is often advocated as an approach to forest governance that considers both
socio-economic as well as environmental concerns while catering to local as well as regional and global
priorities such as CC and deforestation (ETFRN, 2020; Sola et al, 2019; USAID, 2021; Harvey et al, 2020).
FLR is described by the BonnChallenge (2021) as an approach that does not just restore the ecological
health of landscapes, but also enhances the well-being of the people that depend on it, to which GPFLR
(2021) adds that it is a means of “[…] regaining, improving and maintaining vital ecological and social
functions […]” thus highlighting the double mandate embedded in the FLR approach. However, the FLR
approach is not without criticism, Harvey (et al, 2020, p. 1) claimed that FLR initiatives, while boasting with
a multisectoral and holistic mandate, often fail to “[…] pay sufficient attention in promoting the sustainable
management of woodfuels” and he calls for the increased consideration of traditional woodfuels in FLR
initiatives and combine reforestation activities with the promotion of improved stoves and shifting
pressures towards tree plantations rather than natural forests. Relating to landscape approaches in general
Krott (et al, 2005) stressed the importance of considering the interests of the population in target
landscapes before implementing woodfuel interventions that will alter the landscape at hand.
Science-driven narratives and evidence-based policymaking approaches manifest themselves in
‘en vogue’ project areas like reforestation, capacity development, the introduction of improved stoves and
alternative fuels, FLEGT initiatives and the formalization of supply chains and actors, whereby law
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enforcement and formalization initiatives are often combined (Schure et al, 2012, Ingram et al, 2015).
Arnold (et al, 2006) for links socio-economic concerns driven by the perceived fuelwood crisis of the late
20th century to a “[…] rise to proposals and plans to encourage ways to use woodfuel more economically
(e.g., by adopting improved stoves), to manage existing wood resources more efficiently, and to establish
more fuelwood stocks by planting trees.”. He argues that targets were formulated and approved by
multilateral organizations and the UN, who according to Arts (et al, 2010, referring to Kamat, 2004) follow
neo-liberal and market-based approaches to prioritizing project investments, resulting in “[…] major
increases in this aspect of forestry programs” (Arnold et al, 2006, p. 597). The literature further suggests
that despite the crucial role of woodfuel as an energy resource in SSA it has rarely been given the necessary
recognition in energy policies. Over recent decades however an increasing recognition of the importance
of traditional woodfuel as an energy source has developed among policymakers in SSA and policy focus
shifted towards good governance and the formalization of woodfuel supply chains (Cline-Cole et al, 1990;
Ingram et al, 2015; Sola et al, 2019; Schure et al, 2013). A fundamental factor in the formalization of supply
chains, which was only superficially touched upon during the interviews, are approaches of
decentralization of natural resource governance systems, which literature suggests constitutes the
currently dominant approach towards achieving good governance in SSA (ETFRN, 2020; Sola et al, 2019;
Movuh et al, 2012; Darrow et al, 2005; Weinlich et al, 2020; Schure et al, 2013)
Through its’ socio-economic and cultural mandate, the FLR gives place to the recognition of
multiple perspectives on nature and recognises the social and human value of landscapes. An underlying
discourse that arguably gave rise to the emergence of the FLR approach as the dominant, landscapeoriented woodfuel governance approach revolves around the recognition of the existence of differing
forest-related realities. Such narratives that acknowledge the different relationships to nature lived by
people and how these are translated into socio-economic behaviour can be found in the literature.
Verschuuren (2018) for instance acknowledges issues of group identity, knowledge, and norms as driving
forces behind communal and customary land management mechanisms, shifting the focus from
environmental means of protecting the environment and governing resources towards a socio-economic
and cultural one. Bull (et al, 2018, p. 166) even went so far as to call for commissioners and donor
organisations to refrain from looking for “[…] ‘magic bullet’ solutions which are not consistent with the
social-economic-ecological realities of forest landscapes.”, clearly acknowledging the existence and
importance of lived realities with regards to forest-related interventions.
Additionally, referring to his experience with woodfuel producers in Madagascar Miller (et al,
2021, p. 3-4) emphasized the importance of acknowledging local traditional methods and knowledge as
“[…] key to understanding the way these resources are managed today, as most of the owners of woodlots
[…] have inherited former colonial land from their parents, along with knowledge of how to harvest the
trees” (Miller, 2021, p. 3-4) thus shedding the light on the role of TEK in woodfuel governance. Indeed, this
was reflected by the participants of the FGD, who indicated that a key ideological driver of rural
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communities in terms of woodfuel governance was revolving around ideas of food sovereignty, customary
mechanisms and the right for self-determination, which is in line with Darrow’s (et al, 2005) findings that
‘The Poor’ who are at the receiving end of development cooperation interventions prioritized issues of
cultural identity, including the “[…] [l]iving in accordance with one’s values […]”, organizational capacity,
which includes the “[…] [a]bility to organize and mobilize [and] participation in representative organizations
[…]”, and political representation, which revolves around the “[…] [a]bility to influence those in power […]”.
Another important part of the Ideas-aspect of this research revolves around the sources from
which these ideas stem. My findings indicate that networks, both formal and informal, are important
arenas of engagement and communication through which ideas are exchanged, synergies created, and
interests pursued, thus adding to the multi-stakeholder and multi-sector nature of woodfuel interventions
and corresponding decision-making processes. Value chains are per definition subject to often complex
nets of interconnected and often interdependent actors (Schure et al, 2013; Sola et al, 2019; Ingram et al,
2015). This is reflected by McEwan (et al, 2012), who argues that formal networks are strongly embedded
in development cooperation and often result from years of engagement in partnerships in the field of
development, often comprising governmental and non-state actors, and multilateral institutions.
According to Krott (2005, p. 278) political networks that impact decision-making in development
cooperation generally consist out of “[…] all those stakeholders who have been formally designated as
being concerned or involved in the program […]” and stresses that different kinds of networks exist, with
some being built hierarchically and others representing coalitions among independent and equal partners
or interest groups. Weinlich (et al, 2020, p. 141) found that within the UN’s funding mechanisms “[…]
donors usually manage to retain appropriate influence through consultation and, perhaps more
importantly, through their informal networks and relationships […]” with related agencies and
stakeholders, thus emphasising the role of networking as a means of strengthening and developing power.
Keijzer (et al, 2018, p. 45) observed that powerful stakeholders and decision-makers “[…] frequently bypass
local actors and networks […]” in the design of funded projects, thus threatening local agency and
empowerment and he calls for (p. 61) “[…] working across vertically linked networks and coalitions […]” to
achieve outcomes that reflect and are carried by local interest groups.
Beyond systems of linked governmental and multilateral organizations informal networks were
found to be influential on the decision-making behaviour of actors within woodfuel supply chains. This
observation is supported by Schure (et al, 2016, p. 58), who found that in the DRC woodfuel value chain
actors often consulted their “[…] personal networks to sell quickly and avoid paying too many taxes and
bribes […]” while the ETFRN (2020) found that informal networks often constituted informal institutions
that govern woodfuel production and trade in customary settings.
The results indicate that CIFORs’ role in institutional decision-making might benefit from it being
first and foremost a research organization. This allows CIFOR to not only create new knowledge and insights
into woodfuel supply chains in Eastern Cameroon but also communicate findings and new good practices
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of woodfuel governance through a net of inter-organizational networks both in the region and across
continents to their commissioners, thus effectively informing the institutional decision-making process
further up the power hierarchy. A challenge that might emerge for CIFOR, whos’ area of work has shifted
towards policymaking and the socio-economic aspects of development cooperation, could be in catering
to the high profile and often politically driven agendas that commissioners prefer to push and which CIFORs
needs to reflect in their mandate to ensure future funding for their projects. As an organization at the core
of discourses around woodfuel governance CIFOR must be prepared to coordinate and relate their bottomup, agency-building approaches to the global issues and wicked problems that concern governmental and
multilateral donor organizations. Promising in that regard is the trend towards landscape-oriented
approaches to woodfuel governance and the proposed mainstreaming of policies within SSA, which fit both
the holistic, socio-economic mandate of CIFOR and the inclusive and broad set of objectives that steer
CIFORs actions in the field.

7.3. Institutions in woodfuel
Which formal and informal institutions drive institutional decision-making behind woodfuel interventions
in SSA and specifically in Eastern Cameroon?
The interviewees indicated a great awareness of the overarching formal and informal institutional factors
that shape decision-making in the frame of woodfuel interventions. Especially the representatives of
federal agencies such as the GIZ or USAID showed an appreciation for the formal institutions that shape
the big-picture decision-making and acknowledged how these translate into practice, suggesting that for
federal agencies the adherence to these might be a bigger priority than for those organizations that do not
have political affiliations. The findings indicate that, despite a lack of global governance, international
agreements and non-binding contracts steer the conversation around woodfuel governance. Translated
into agreed-upon targets and goals, namely the SDGs, individual countries set out commitments that act
as roadmaps leading the way to achieve national developmental objectives as well as internationally
agreed-upon goals. Through such NDCs countries commit to achieving the SDGs in a coordinated and
cooperative manner, adapting the commitments on a 5-year basis. These findings are in line with literature,
which suggests that the SDGs are at the core of designing forest-related interventions as well as provide
means by which their successes can be monitored (Swamy et al, 2018; Bailis et al, 2017; Keijzer et al, 2018;
Weinlich et al, 2020; FAO, 2021). Rosenthal (et al, 2018) link woodfuel interventions on the demand side
that revolve around the introduction of clean cooking technologies in SSA to at least 5 SDGs, emphasizing
the importance of the targets as guiding principles in the formulation and implementation of woodfuel
interventions. Katila (et al, 2019, p. xv) who dedicated an entire book to critically reflecting on the
implications of the SDGs on forests and people and the role forests play in achieving the UN 2030 Agenda,
claimed that the SDGs and their 169 associated targets are “[…] now the major framework for guiding
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development policies and efforts across local to global scales […]”. Weinlich (et al, 2020) argues that it is
indeed the primary role of multilateral organizations to translate the SDGs into practice by assisting
national governments in the implementation of the SDGs and Swamy (et al, 2018, p. 244) stressed the “[…]
interconnectedness of tropical forests and the SDGs […]” and claim that achieving the SDGs will “[…] have
predominantly positive impact on tropical forest extent and health.”. Kuster (2021) recently wrote an article
for Tropenbos International explaining the relevance of including forest-related goals and strategies into
countries’ NDCs, emphasizing their role in the promotion of coherence among decision-makers and policies
that influence the objectives of the SDGs.
Ingram (et al, 2015, p. 41) found that one can distinguish between six different dominant woodfuel
governance arrangements in Cameroon, “[…] statutory and customary regulations, voluntary market-based
systems, international conventions, project-based systems and corruption.”, emphasizing the oftenineffable nature of institutional and actor networks. She concludes that the coexistence of so many
government arrangements resulted in a ‘Bricolage’, which Merrey (et al, 2012, p. 8) describes as the way
how “[…] mechanisms for collective action and resource management are borrowed or reconstructed from
multiple existing sources.”. This is partially reflected in the findings, which indicate that the role of
customary institutions and traditional governments is vital in the implementation of woodfuel
interventions. It was claimed that it was often the customary governments that hold the legitimate
authority over communities, justifying their power through their cultural and historic embeddedness in the
local socio-cultural and socio-political landscape. Indeed, the literature indicates the crucial role of
customary and traditional governance systems in woodfuel value chains in SSA (Sola et al, 2019; Ingram et
al, 2015; Zulu, 2010; Schure et al, 2013 + 2015; German, 2011). Scholars and researchers generally observed
that customary mechanisms are the driving force of woodfuel governance in SSA and often occurred
separately from governmental authority claims. Ingram (et al, 2015, referring to Alden Wily, 2011, p. 48)
claimed that “[t]he de jure reality is that forests are largely customarily governed” suggesting that those
living in and making use of forests resources are “[…] according to formal regulations, squatters on
government-owned land and forests.”. Cleaver (2002, p. 11) calls for development initiatives that aim at
developing institutions should be “[…] based on a socially informed analysis of the content and effects of
institutional arrangements, rather than on their form alone.”, emphasizing the often questionable
representativeness of statutory institutions to local populations. This indicates the delicate relationship
and conflicting claims of traditional and national governments over resources.
This feeds into the perception of the participants of the FGD, who indicated that the role of
customary governments and traditional leaders was often considered as a sort of ‘stronghold’ against the
national government. The findings suggest an often strongly held distrust against national claims of
authority over communities, who often do not identify with the national identity and do not see their
interests reflected in national decision-making. Zulu (et al, 2010) indeed found that attempting to establish
elected committees over traditional leaders had the potential to cause conflicts “[…] given the central role
65

of these leaders over local social-cultural relations” in a case study on community-based forest
management in Malawi. However, the fact that these findings are strictly context-dependent was shown
by Schure (et al, 2015) who found that in many instances both customary and statutory mechanisms can
coexist and successfully govern woodfuel value chains in DRC, while she also indicated that in other cases
tensions and conflicts might arise from the two systems claiming authority over the same resources.
Chimhowu (2019, p. 901) observed that the “[…] authority and power of chiefs to govern land has been
diluted by the incorporation of their powers in statutory law” but suggests that these national power claims
often lack actual implementation simply due to lack of capacities. He thus suggests that in most cases in
SSA customary authorities subsequently remain the enforcing and governing bodies regarding natural
resources.
Cultural practices and legacies shape the attitudes of communities towards foreign actors and
interest groups, and the recognition of differing views of realities and the potential for conceptual
disjuncture push decision-makers towards increased considerations of local needs, preferences, and the
role of intergenerationality. The participants of the FGD emphasized the role of social artifacts and cultural
values related to the use and production of woodfuel, highlighting that the use of woodfuel is strongly
related to the social cohesion within rural communities, its’ cultural and historic embeddedness as a
resource in local socio-cultural practices and the high cultural value of woodfuel to the elderly as a result
of this. This is reflected by the Sepp (2014, p. 9) which recognized that the transition from traditional
woodfuels to modern fuels followed a pathway in which “[…] economic and technical aspects are
interlinked with social and cultural issues.”. Furthermore, Sepp (2014) recognises the role of
intergenererationality in the transition of energy use in SSA, stressing the women-dominated role of
transferring skills, knowledge, and preferences in terms of food, its’ preparation and choice of fuels and
stoves from one generation to the next.
Most interviewees recognised a general lack of good statutory governance regarding woodfuel
supply chains in SSA, which seem to translate into often confusing and hard to implement regulations, that
disregard local needs and create power imbalances along woodfuel supply-chains. Existing literature is full
of evidence pointing at the lack of good governance in SSA in general and specifically in the field of
woodfuel trade and supply chains (Sepp, 2014; Gore, 2013; Keijzer et al, 2018; Darrow et al, 2005; Movuh
et al, 2012; Arnold et al, 2006; Boone et al, 2019). Schure (et al, 2013) found that charcoal trade in West
and Central Africa generally lacked formal governance mechanisms or the effective implementation of
existing legal mechanisms, and that informal mechanisms prevailed. Sola (et al, 2019, p. 38) claimed, that
“[…] SSA countries do not have comprehensive policies and legal frameworks to guide woodfuel value chain
activities.” thus, highlighting the need for FLEGT initiatives and advocating for efforts to formalize the value
chains. Sepp (2014) speaks of ‘governance deficits’ as a leading cause for unregulated access to woodfuel
resources and subsequently the lack of sustainable governance mechanisms and Sola (et al, 2019, p. 28)
suggest that a sustainable governance of woodfuel in SSA needs to overcome challenges of “[…] unclear
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institutional arrangements and enforcement mechanisms, limited capacities and corrupt behaviour, as well
as inadequate investment and financing […]” and Sulaiman (et al, 2017, p. 414) found a negative correlation
between governance effectiveness and forest degradation, indicating that forest degradation “[…] aided
by wood fuel consumption can be lessened by effective control of corruption and governance.”. It must be
highlighted here that these statements refer to statutory rather than customary governments.
The findings further indicated that a result of the lack of good governance in SSA is the occurrence
of often institutionalized corruption related specifically to charcoal supply chains. Indeed, literature shows
that the existence and detrimental role of corruption along natural resource supply and value chains has
been well researched (Sulaiman et al, 2017; Ingram et al, 2015; Bratton, 2007; Schure et al, 2015; Zulu et
al, 2010; Sola et al, 2019). Ingram (et al, 2015) even gives space to corruption as a tangible and influential
institution in woodfuel management and Sola (et al, 2019, p. 37) links a “[…] mis-match of regulation and
lack of implementation […]” as contributing factors leading to woodfuel supply chain actors being prone to
corruption in Kenya. Zulu (2010) claimed that in Malawi 12-20% of charcoal retail value ends up as bribes
and claims that improved regulations and development of good governance mechanisms might make
corruption less interesting but could never completely eradicate corruption along woodfuel supply chains,
hinting at the deeply entrenched institution of corruption in the area.
CIFORs strategy of cooperating closely with local non-governmental partners, civil society
organizations and customary institutions constitutes entry points to building trust for- and ownership over
initiated woodfuel interventions among their target groups. CIFORs activities in the field relate to the
human aspect of development targets, emphasizing the socio-economic and cultural responsibilities of
organizations working with the poor and marginalized in heavily resource dependent geographical and
climatic contexts. One could argue that CIFORs’ role within GML project materializes as the mediator, who
attempts to lift the poor and marginalized up and bring them to the negotiation table, one could even
argue that CIFOR attempts to bridge informal and formal institutions by creating a plain level field and
facilitate exchange between them. However, the challenge CIFOR might face in this regard is balancing how
far it is willing to move away from catering to formal institutions in their attempt to support their informal,
customary clients without losing their relationship to often formal donor institutions and their
developmental objectives.

7.4. Limitations of the study
The results presented in this research are based primarily on the findings derived from the expert
interviews and as such my results are only a snapshot of the information that is available on the interests,
ideas and institutional drivers that shape decision-making in woodfuel interventions. While the
interviewees are experts in the field, it is simply impossible that they embody in themselves all the
knowledge on the drivers behind institutional decision-making that I tried to investigate in this research.
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Instead, each expert provided valuable insights into the aspects of the Triple-I in which their expertise lays.
Thus, I do not claim that the results presented in this research are complete in any way but limited both by
the accessibility of experts and the holistic mandate of the framework.
The Triple-I framework highlights the role of interconnected, yet separate drivers behind decisionmaking. While the Triple-I acknowledges that each driver exists in constant communication with the others,
I faced the challenge of dealing with them separately in the results chapter. If one, for instance, looks at
the role of customary governments in decision-making, it seems logical to deal with it in the institutions
chapter, after all customary governments are institutions. However, customary governments result from
ideologies of sovereignty and self-determination and thus have a place in both the interest chapter, as the
interest in delf-determination is inherent in many communities, as well as in the ideas chapter, sovereignty
is after all an important and respected ideological cornerstone in todays’ development cooperation. While
it is of course possible to explore the concepts and implications of customary governments in all three
chapters, the question arises at what point to introduce the concept? I began with the interest chapter,
and only after much reflection decided to introduce customary governments only superficially in the
interest chapter and dive deeper into it in the last chapter, institutions. This example should highlight the
delicate mandate of the Triple-I framework and the challenges that come with separating these strongly
related and interconnected drivers. To deal with this challenge I arranged subjects that were not clearly
related to either interests, ideas, or institutions the way I felt was most logical. As in the example on
customary governments, I divided the analysis of some subjects over several chapters and introduced them
where they were necessary to understand the context of other related subjects better. The SDGs for
instance are mentioned in each chapter, as they are important indicators for interests, ideas, and
institutions, but are only described in detail in the institutions chapter, as their importance for decisionmaking around woodfuel interventions is most impactful when regarded as formal institutions. Using a
personal logic approach, I believe I have divided the subjects over the three different chapters in the most
compelling and plausible manner.
Lastly, the framework caters primarily to policymakers but the experts I interviewed were mostly
only concerned with the informing of policy decisions or with the implementations of projects on the
ground. While I tried to reach out to experts that are directly involved in the making and shaping of policies,
I reached out to the BMZ, EU, KfW and FAO, I either did not get any responses or was denied an interview.
It seems policymakers are either too busy to talk to simple students like me, or that the issue at hand is so
delicate and confidential that it cannot just be shared with external parties. Thus, while I reached out to
policymakers and those in charge of pushing decisions regarding woodfuel governance, they were mostly
either inaccessible for interviews or the information I requested considered too confidential to share. I
dealt with this limitation to the study by consulting relevant literature concerned with woodfuel-related
policymaking and decision-making.
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8. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
In this research I attempted to use a policymaking lens to identify the drivers that shape institutional
decision-making in woodfuel interventions in SSA. By using a tool meant for political decision-makers I
bridge the first-hand experiences of experts in the field with the overarching drivers that have shaped the
very projects they worked in, as well as reflect them against the perceptions from people in the field, a
broader set of experts from established institutions and multilateral organizations and literature. By doing
so I moved the Triple-I framework beyond its’ policymaking scope and proved it a useful tool to view and
analyse multilevel decision-making processes. My findings indicate the interconnectedness of interests,
ideas and institutions and emphasize the way that each of them separately impacts the decision-making
process. Figure 6 visualizes my findings and distributes them within the Triple-I framework.

Figure 6: Overview of results within the Triple-I framework.
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The struggle for sustainability indicated in the title of this research can be characterized as the often
difficult process of facilitating developments towards more sustainable natural resources governance
arrangements. This struggle can be located at the crossroads of those factors that do and those that are
yet to impact institutional decision-making. To address my research objective of presenting tangible entrypoints that allow for the development of improved woodfuel interventions one must thus not only pay
attention to those drivers that are proven to impact the institutional decision-making process but also to
those which do not. At the core of the struggle for sustainable natural resource governance is thus the
challenge of reflecting the factors that shape decision-making with those interests, ideas, and institutions
that are not or only insufficiently reflected in the decision-making process. I did so in this research and
emphasize two entry-points to the development of improved woodfuel interventions in SSA; (1)
acknowledging the political nature of decision-making behind woodfuel interventions and recognising the
implication of the decision-making authority of donors and commissioners, that are often unknowingly
oblivious of local socio-economic and cultural contexts, and (2) the need for increased inclusion of target
groups in the decision-making process by strengthening their agency and reinforcing their place at the
negotiating table.
Firstly, this research has shown that the decision-making in woodfuel interventions is embedded
in the general decision-making processes of development cooperation. My findings indicate that interests,
ideas and discourses, and institutions are the fundamental drivers behind institutional decision-making in
development cooperation and consequently woodfuel interventions. Stakeholders and the interests they
represent in woodfuel interventions are the manifestation of their ideological and institutional context.
Meta-discourses around sustainable socio-economic development, CC adaptation and mitigation, good
governance and livelihoods shape the political arena in which organizations and institutions negotiate
woodfuel interventions and allocate funding in the frame of development cooperation. Decisions made in
such negotiation are informed and driven by a conglomerate of formal and informal networks of actors
that navigate often unequal power hierarchies, especially where projects are negotiated in the frame of
North-South development cooperation.
Governmental departments and multilateral organizations with the most financial or political
influence dominate these negotiations and push their interests in often short-term, sector-specific, and
cost-efficient woodfuel interventions, often paying too little attention to local preferences, needs, tenurerights, rights for self-determination and livelihoods. In the lack of legally binding regulations and laws,
formal institutions that drive these negotiations come in form of agreements, bi- and multilateral
partnerships and international development targets such as the SDGs, which are shaping the decisionmaking landscape and become translated into individual NDCs. The role of non-commissioning
organizations in the institutional decision-making process is limited to the ability to inform decisions with
little to no power to change or veto outcomes. Driven by the recognition of multiple lived realities and
ideas of decentralization of governance systems and peoples’ rights for self-determination decision-makers
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increasingly advocating and pushing for multisectoral and holistic landscape approaches that comprise
socio-economic as well as environmental objectives.
In the implementation of woodfuel interventions statutory as well as customary institutions play
a vital role in creating natural resource governance mechanisms, whereby the role of customary
governments often outweighs the authority of national power claims over communal forest resources,
making traditional authorities a key entry-point to a successful implementation of woodfuel interventions.
The institutional landscape of woodfuel value chains in SSA and Eastern Cameroon is shaped by a
conglomerate of different institutions and mechanisms, making navigating among them the key challenge
for policymakers and project implementors. Establishing sustainable woodfuel governance in SSA thus
depends on the awareness, knowledge and appreciation decision-makers have of the different interests
linked to woodfuel supply chains and how these are voiced; the underlying ideas, norms and values that
drive the political and multilateral donor organizations, and more importantly the targets in the field; and
the degree to which project implementors can access and built trust with and among the different formal
and informal institutions in the region and create a balance of power that allows good ideas to become
good practice.
The findings of my research should not be understood as a cynical critique towards those
organizations and institutions that make decisions regarding woodfuel interventions. My findings should
rather be regarded as a reminder that there is still a long way to go before all decisions made regarding
woodfuel governance are inclusive also to the interests, ideas, and institutions of those with little to no
agency. It comes as no surprise that commissioners and donor organizations often find their roots in socioeconomic and cultural backgrounds different to the people who will be impacted by their decisions. There
is no malcontent in allocating money and funds into projects that might not be best adapted to local
circumstances, after all the raison d’etre of such organizations is to represent the interests of the nations
or boards that stand behind them, a task which only requires little insights into the realities in the field. I
argue that there is but another lack of knowledge, one that can however be easily filled. Very promising in
that regard is that virtually all experts interviewed in this research acknowledged and recognised the need
to make the decision-making process behind woodfuel interventions more inclusive. This sentiment comes
with the recognition that donors and commissioners do have the decision-making authority behind
woodfuel interventions but the success of woodfuel interventions hinges on the support of customary
institutions and the peoples’ willingness to adopt proposed interventions. Based on my findings I have
formulated the following two-pronged recommendation to CIFOR:
During interviews with representatives of CIFOR it was indicate that the organization is increasingly steering
its’ focus and efforts towards longer-term objectives and facilitating policymakers in the formulation of
inclusive and effective policies. As a research organization CIFOR is in a unique position to take over the
role of a mediator in the policy arena and by doing so not only represent the needs and interests of their
target group but also continuously provide evidence from the field that can inform inclusive and effective
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policymaking among national and international decision-makers. The findings of this research suggest that
the primary directive that is consulted to inform the planning of woodfuel interventions in SSA is embedded
in national development objectives such as the NDCs. By attempting to shift their efforts towards
policymaking CIFOR shows an awareness of the vital role the NDCs play in catering to their targets and
clients. Thus, CIFOR is advised to further explore and develop mechanisms that allow them to inform and
advocate the adoption of woodfuel related targets to NDCs. The revision of the NDCs is currently
undergoing and the next time they will be reformulated will be in 2025. It seems that now could be the
perfect time for CIFOR to build upon their vast network and experiences as a research organization to
establish themselves as an institution in the field of natural-resource-related policymaking in the region.
By becoming involved in informing policy-developments CIFOR can increasingly advocate the interests and
strengthen the agency of the poor and marginalized that they aim to represent. This would not just be in
line with CIFORs’ mandate, but as my findings indicate, also an entry-point to the formulation of more
inclusive and improved woodfuel interventions in SSA. CIFOR is thus further advised to strengthen its’ role
as an ambassador for the poor and marginalized in the policy arena by increasingly lobbying and
advocating for their rights and representing their interests, ideas, and institutions at the negotiation
table.
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ANNEX
Annex 1: Interview Topic-list
Interview guide
1. Introduction (10 mins)
-

Thank you for taking the time!

-

My name is … and I am doing my Master thesis on woodfuel governance.

-

Focus is on decision-making in woodfuel governance interventions.
o

-

In other words: Why do organisations implement specific interventions?

Framework: Triple-I or 3-i: Interests, ideas and institutions
o

Shortly explain the basics!

-

Let the interviewee introduce themselves.

-

Ask for permission to record, give choice of how to be referenced: Name and/or organisation
and/or just organisation and/or anonymous.

2. Interests (15 mins)
-

Maybe you can start by telling me how you are involved in woodfuel interventions?
o

-

Identify intervention and interviewees role in it.

“Let’s s talk about interests. When I refer to interests, I mean the perceived costs and benefits of
an intervention, both monetary as well as non-monetary. It is about the “agendas of actors” and
how they relate to the intervention.

Questions to ask:
-

Who is involved in the intervention? And who is impacted by it?
o

E.g., societal groups, elected officials, civil servants, researchers, recipients?

-

Costs and benefits? What goal does the intervention try to achieve?

-

Who wins and who loses? Whose interests are being pursuit?

-

By how much do they win or lose?

-

Is there opposition? Do you think there will be opposition?

3. Ideas: Values/knowledge (20 mins)
-

“Next I would like to talk about the underlying ideas embedded in the intervention, so basically
the knowledge, values and believes the intervention is based on.”

-

“This is important because it defines how a problem and solutions are perceived.”

Questions to ask:
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Knowledge and Evidence:
-

We already identified different stakeholders, now I wonder on what they agree and disagree and
why. Maybe you could elaborate on general disagreements about the intervention?
o

-

What sources of evidence are used to advocate intervention?
o

-

Maybe dive deeper into to what was said in part 1 about interests/opposition.

What is the intervention based on? On what body of knowledge (e.g., reviews,
assessments) or discourse (economic, political, organizational, ethical evidence)?

How confident are you in the body of evidence regarding the problem? And the intervention?
o

E.g., strong, weak, complex, consensual, uncertain, controversial

Values and Culture:
-

“Now to the underlying values and culture. Besides knowledge this is another source of evidence
that defines the framing of an issue. What inherent values would you say are important in your
organization/for you personally/in the intervention?”
o

Defining underlying personal or organisational values!

-

Would you say the intervention at hand is consistent with these values? Why?

-

Would you say these values are shared among all stakeholders and actors in the intervention?
Why?

-

Are the interventions in line with all groups involved (e.g., front-line workers, recipients,
investors, etc.)?

4. Institutions (formal and informal) (15 mins)
-

Formal and informal rules, norms and precedents and organizational factors that structure
decision-making behaviour.

-

Government structures, policy networks, policy legacies (path dependencies)

Questions to ask:
-

What formal or informal government structures shape, reinforce or constrain the choice of
intervention?

-

Are policy networks at play?

-

Are there any observable path dependencies?

-

How are woodfuel interventions today different from the past (e.g., 10, 20, 30 years ago)?

5. Conclusion (5 mins)
-

Thank you so much for taking the time!

-

I will keep you updated on my progress, e.g., send you a copy of my final report if you are
interested!

-

One last question: would you perhaps know anyone else who fits within my target group and
who might be willing to be interviewed?
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Annex 2: Questionnaire Triple-I
Interview guide – Natural Resource Governance and the struggle for sustainability:
Investigating Institutional Decision-Making Patterns in Woodfuel Interventions in SSA
Semi-structured questionnaire, by Karl Lüneburg (M.SC. student, MFN/FNP)

This semi-structured questionnaire with open questions consists out of four parts. The first part concerns
basic introductory questions. The second, third- and fourth-part concerns questions about Interests, Ideas,
and Institutions that might impact the FAO’s decision-making process with regards to woodfuel
interventions. The methodology of my research borrows from the Triple-I framework (Interests, Ideas,
Institutions), which suggests that political and organizational decisions are defined by these three drivers.
Part I: Introduction:
Date:

Name: XXXXX

Organisation: XXXXX

Role within organisation: Forestry Officer (Forestry Division, FAO)

In what kind of woodfuel interventions are you/the FAO involved?:
Planning, coordinating, and implementing activities related to wood energy in the Forestry Division.

Are you currently involved in any woodfuel interventions in Sub-Saharan Africa (SSA)?
Yes.
If yes: What are they about?
e.g. Technical support to the green charcoal value chain project in Uganda; Charcoal value
assessment in Gambia; sustainable woodfuel supply in displacement settings…
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Who are the target groups of your interventions (e.g., women, the poor, marginalised, private sector, etc.)?:
Governments, communities, and all those mentioned above

Last question of this part: How would you like to be referenced in my research report?
-

Name and Organisation ( )

-

Just name

( )

-

Just organisation

()

-

Neither/anonymous

(x)

Part II: Interests:
Interests refer to the “agendas of actors” and how they relate to the intervention. Whereby interests can
be both monetary (financial capital, investments) and non-monetary (work, time, effort). Under the
assumptions that actors in woodfuel interventions are rational thinkers, often interests are defined by
(perceived) monetary as well as non-monetary costs and benefits.
In your Experience, what stakeholders are involved in the FAO’s woodfuel interventions in SSA?
International development agencies, government agencies, research institutions, communities,
NGOs/CBOs, private sector
Besides the target group, what other groups (societal groups, elected officials, researchers, etc.) are
affected by the intervention(s)?

Can you give a rough estimation of how the financial costs (e.g., paying staff, buying equipment,
implementing standards) of the intervention are distributed among the different parties involved? (e.g.,
who bears the most costs; more costs than most parties involved; less costs than most parties involved;
least costs; N/A)
Depending on operational plan of specific projects… may cover the costs of staff members, consultants,
travel costs, workshops, publications, field work, equipment, procurement of material …

Can you give a rough estimation of how much time/effort (e.g., for changes in production methods, learning
new skills, supervision, etc.) the different parties involved must invest in the intervention? (e.g., who invest
most time; who invest more time than most parties involved; who invest less time than most parties
involved; who invest least time; N/A)
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Project specific…but normally the project implementation team members and operational partners put in
the most time.

Is there opposition to the intervention(s)? Yes/No
Normally no due thanks to consultation and risk assessment in advance.
If yes: By whom, and why?

If no: Do you think there are interest groups that will oppose to the intervention(s)?
Part III: Ideas:
This part dives into what scientific information and organizational values the intervention(s) is based on.
There are two aspects to this part, firstly, what sources of knowledge and evidence (scientific information)
are the interventions based on. This could be as simple as for example studies or reviews or as complex as
dominant discourses around issues of sustainability. Secondly, I want to understand what internal values
and cultures (organizational values) shape organizational decision-making. That could be for example how
much stakeholder participation is valued in the decision-making process or how much the cultural
background of the organizations’ shareholders might impact the decision-making (think religion, politics,
national culture). This is important because it defines how a problem and solutions are being perceived.

What sources of knowledge and evidence (e.g., prior experiences in the field, primary studies, systematic
reviews, economic analyses, etc.) or discourses (sustainable development, biodiversity conservation, free
market, etc.) does your organization use to justify the intervention?
Normally in response to the needs and requests from member countries, with judgement of professional
staff members based or organizational priorities and country program framework.

How confident is your organization in the body of evidence and discourses regarding the intervention issue?
(e.g., the evidence is strong or weak; or complex, consensual, uncertain, controversial, etc.)
Strong to moderate, depending on the complexity of specific interventions

Are there disagreements among the parties involved in the intervention on the validity of the body of
evidence? Yes/no
If yes: By whom, and Why?
Occasionally, particularly for community projects or cross-agencies coordination
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Do the different parties involved in the intervention draw from different bodies of evidence (e.g., primary
studies, reviews, etc.) or discourses (e.g., sustainable development, biodiversity conservation, free markets,
etc.) to justify their stance on the intervention? Yes/no
If yes: Who, and what are their arguments?
Often, in particular during the project design and planning phases.

According to the website of the FAO, the organisations’ values include professionalism, respect, flexibility,
and integrity (FAO, 2021, http://www.fao.org/employment/who-we-need/fao-principles/en/). Are these
values shared among the stakeholders and parties involved in woodfuel interventions implemented by the
FAO in SSA? Yes/No
If No: How do the parties that do not share the values justify their stance?
Yes, to the extent possible

Part IV: Institutions:
Institutions here refer to the ‘rules and norms’ or the ‘rules of the game’. These can be formal, such as
government laws, interdependencies or linkages among actors, policy legacies (path dependencies), or
informal, like traditions, lessons learned or the history or culture of your organisation or the targets.
What formal (e.g., laws, policies, government structures, political models) or informal (e.g., gender roles,
traditional governance systems, inherent conflicts, etc.) government structures are shaping, reinforcing, or
constraining the FAO’s woodfuel interventions?
In the target area?
All those mentioned above have some effects.

In the organizations’ home country?
N/A

Are there formal or informal interdependencies or linkages among actors? Yes/no
If yes: Which actors are linked or interdependent?
Always some kind of linkages among actors or players
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How are they linked?

How is this intervention different (or not) from past interventions (and not business as usual)?
The funding size for direct interventions are much smaller nowadays

What historic institutional legacies might have had an impact on the choice of intervention? (e.g., past
colonial experiences, recognition of indigenous rights, political representation of the target group, etc.)
Following the general operational practices of intergovernmental organizations, focusing on more
normative work (knowledge products, data collection and analysis, information sharing…)

Annex 3: Codes
Code
Interest:
INT_

Sub-code
Stakeholder:
INT_STK_

Power:
INT_PWR_

Agendas:
INT_AGN_

Conflicts:
INT_CNFL_

Sub-sub-code: These codes were applied where appropriate.
Commissioner:
INT_STK_COM
Implementing organization:
INT_STK_IMPL
NGOs:
INT_STK_NGO
Civil society org.:
INT_STK_CVL
Actor in the value chain:
INT_STK_ACT
High power in decision-making:
INT_PWR_HIGH
Medium power/only Informing decision-making:
INT_PWR_MED
No impact on decision-making:
INT_PWR_NO
Explaining power dynamics/hierarchies
INT_PWR_EXPL
Interest in Costs of intervention:
INT_AGN_COST
Interest in Benefit of intervention:
INT_AGN_BEN
Interest in Time spend on intervention:
INT_AGN_TIME
Interest on specific sector:
INT_AGN_SPEC
Conflicts related to manipulation:
INT_CNFL_MAN
Conflicts related to Tenure rights:
INT_CNFL_TEN
Conflicts related to Livelihoods:
INT_CNFL_LIV
Conflicts related to political opposition:
INT_CNFL_POL
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Ideas/ Discourses:
IDD_

GML Project
INT_ GML _
and CIFOR
INT_CIFOR_

Interest impacting the GML project:
INT_ GML _
(e.g., when the EU is mentioned as the commissioner of the GML
project it will be coded as: INT_GML_STK_COM)
or CIFOR:
INT_CIFOR_
(e.g., when CIFOR is mentioned as a having informing power in
their woodfuel interventions: INT_CIFOR_PWR_MED)

Meta Discourses:
IDD_MET_

Discourse around Sustainable Dev.:
IDD_SUST
Economic and Gov. Discourses:
IDD_GOV_
Regulatory Discourses:
IDD_REG_
Forest Discourses:
IDD_FOR_
Discourse around Sovereignty and decentralization:
IDD_ GOV _CIV_SOV

Disc./Ideas Civic
Environmental.:
IDD_GOV_CIV_

Disc./Ideas Neoliberalism:
IDD_GOV_MAR_

Disc./Ideas Smart
Regulations:
IDD_REG_SMA_
Disc./Ideas
Deforestation:
IDD_FOR_DEF_
Disc./Ideas Sust.
Forest
Management:
IDD_FOR_SUS_
Disc./Ideas
traditional
knowledge:
IDD_FOR_KNO_
Disc./Ideas illegal
logging:
IDD_FOR_LOG_
Knowledge:
IDD_KN_

Values:
IDD_VAL_

Discourse around capacity dev.:
IDD_ GOV _CIV_CAP
Discourse around bankability:
IDD_ GOV _MAR_BAN
Discourse around alternative fuels/improved stoves:
IDD_GOV_MAR_ALT
Discourses around formalization of value chains:
IDD_REG_SMA_VAL
Discourse around de/reforestation:
IDD_FOR_REF
Discourse around upscaling and Landscape approaches:
IDD_FOR_SUS_UPS

Discourse around TEK:
IDD_FOR_KNO_TEK

Discourse around Law Enforcement:
IDD_ FOR_LOG _LAW
Source of knowledge:
IDD_KN_SO
Lack of knowledge:
IDD_KN_LA
Description of values:
IDD_VAL_DES
Role of values in decision-making:
IDD_VAL_ROL

88

Institutions:
INSTIT_

GML Project
IDD_ GML _
and CIFOR
IDD_CIFOR_

Discourses and knowledge impacting the GML project:
IDD_ GML _
(e.g., indicating that capacity development impacts the GML
project: IDD_ GML _REG_CAP)
Or CIFOR:
IDD_CIFOR_
(e.g., indicating that CIFOR recognisees peoples’ sovereignty:
IDD_CIFOR_REG_SOV)

Formal
Institutions:
INSTIT_FOR_

Information related to governments in decision-making:
INSTIT_FOR_GOV

Informal
Institutions:
INSTIT_INF_

GML Project
INSTIT_ GML _
And CIFOR
INSTIT_CIFOR

Information related to international agreements:
INSTIT_FOR_AGR
Information related to national targets and goals:
INSTIT_FOR_NDC
Information related to lack of good governance:
INSTIT_FOR_LAC
Information related to formal networks:
INSTIT_FOR_NET
Information related to customary governments:
INSTIT_INF_CUS
Information related to recognition of cultural heritage:
INSTIT_INF_HER
Information related to recognition of conceptual disjuncture:
INSTIT_INF_DIS
Information related to intergenerationality:
INSTIT_INF_GEN
Information related to corruption:
INSTIT_INF_COR
Information related to informal networks:
INSTIT_INF_NET
Interest impacting the GML project:
INSTIT_ GML _
(e.g., indicating information depicting the role of government
cooperation in the GML project: INT_ GML _FOR_GOV)
or CIFOR:
INSTIT_CIFOR_
(e.g., indicating information depicting CIFORs’ cooperation with
local chiefs: INSTIT_CIFOR_INF_CUS)
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Annex 4: FGD guide
Focus Group Discussion Guide - Natural Resource Governance and the struggle for

sustainability: Investigating Institutional Decision-Making Patterns in Woodfuel
Interventions in SSA
Focus Group Discussion Guide, Karl Lüneburg (MFN/FNP)

Length of the FGD: 60 minutes
Participants and targeting: Students from SSA, who are members of the association United Community of
African Students (UCAS) in Wageningen. The participants have experience with woodfuel, either as
consumers or actors in woodfuel value chains. A gender ratio of 50%/50% is preferred.
This FGD guide has four parts. The first part concerns basic introductory questions. The second, third- and
fourth-part concerns Interests, Ideas, and Institutions that the participants consider important with
regards to their experiences in woodfuel management. The methodology of my research borrows from
the Triple-I framework (Interests, Ideas, Institutions), which suggests that institutional decisions are
defined by these three drivers. With woodfuel I refer to any NTF product that is utilized for energy
consumption (e.g., charcoal, firewood, pellets, etc.). The FGD results are accessible via:
https://jamboard.google.com/d/1K1KcV2XZ bsNKbQMS2qF0NSVXziB3f1u1nCoKayDc1E/edit?usp=sharing
Part I: Introduction (10 mins)
(1) Name: Chisom Udeh ; Gender: f

; Nationality:

NIgeria

; Nationality:

Nigeria

Experience with woodfuel:
(2) Name: Tosin Adeniyi ; Gender: f
Experience with woodfuel:
(3) Name: Frimpong Nyarko

; Gender: m

; Nationality:

Ghana

Experience with woodfuel:
(4) Name: Chinyere Anichukwu ; Gender: f

; Nationality:

Experience with woodfuel:
(5) Name:

; Gender:

; Nationality:

Experience with woodfuel:

Thank you very much for taking the time and participating in my FGD. A little bit about me: My name is Karl
Luneburg, I am German, I study Forest and Nature Conservation and I am currently writing my M.Sc. thesis.
My research is on the drivers behind institutional decision-making in woodfuel interventions in SSA.
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Basically, I want to investigate what factors lead to decisions in woodfuel interventions. I was supposed to
be in Cameroon to do my fieldwork, but thanks to Corona I had to stay here and make online interviews
instead, so far, I have only interviewed experts from organizations working on woodfuel governance, such
as the GIZ and the WWF, but now I would like to get the perspective of the people who directly experienced
and depend on woodfuel value chains in SSA. I lived in Tanzania for a while as a child and have memories
of how important woodfuel was for us. We lived in the countryside close to the city of Tanga in Eastern
Tanzania without electricity, so in our house we cooked with gas and woodfuel.
My research focuses on three aspects, interests, ideas, and institutions. In this FGD I would like to explore
the factors that in your experience might drive woodfuel management. My research sounds quite
complicated and complex, but it is rather simple. I basically just want to understand what factors you
believe are/were important for woodfuel management in your household (where you lived in SSA). So, this
is all about perception, which means there are no wrong answers!
One logistical thing: I would like to record this session, just to help me have an overview later and not forget
anything that you said and might be important for me. I will use Words for this, is that okay with you? (If
not, I will rely simply on my notes). Another thing, I would like to refer to you as participants in my research
and mention your names but will not connect your names directly to the findings. Is that okay with you?

Part II: Start Exercise -> Identify Key factors and interests (15-20 mins)
You all have experiences with woodfuel, either as a consumer or as actors in a woodfuel value chain. This
also means that you had to make decisions on how you manage your woodfuel resources. I would like to
start by conducting a collective brainstorm:
(1) Collective brainstorm: Using an online blackboard (google jambout!): Please write down factors
that in your experience are important for woodfuel management in your home:
Then discuss these key factors:
-

Why are these factors important?

-

Are they shared/important for all?

-

(Can I group them into interests, ideas and institutions?)

If not already on the blackboard I will add (findings from expert interviews):
-

Tenure/land rights

-

The market

-

Alternative fuels (e.g., electricity, gas)

-

Gender

-

Corruption

(2) Weight them according to importance regarding woodfuel accessibility: Everyone gets 5 ‘candies’
that he or she can give each key factor according to importance
-

Get a list of weighted values for each component
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-

Does anyone want to argue for their weighting? Is it shared or context dependent?
Part III: Stakeholders and institutions (15-20 mins)

Woodfuel value chains do not exist in a vacuum, there are many people involved, from the producers to
the transporters or the seller on the markets. I would like us to write down all actors involved in a value
chain the way that you remember it.
(3) Collective brainstorm: Using a blackboard, everyone writes the actors down that pop into their
minds -> regarding their experienced woodfuel value chain (5-10 mins)
-

Do you think there are groups that have difficulty accessing woodfuel in your community?
o

If yes, who and why?

Take the time to create a draft value chain, from producer to household. In case different value chains are
being used distinguish between them!
(4) In your experience, where do the following actors come into play in your value chain?
-

Civil society?

-

The government and multilateral organizations (e.g., FAO, UN, EU, GIZ)?

-

NGOs and research organizations (e.g., WWF)?

-

The private sector?

-

Traditional government structures?

(5) Let us do the same thing as with the key factors and weigh the actors, but this time according to
their importance in your access to woodfuel. Everyone again gets 5 ‘candies’ and weights the
actors according to their importance, 5 is crucial and 1 is very little importance.
Part IV: institutions/Ideas (10-15 mins)
Now in the last part of this FGD I would like to dive more into institutional aspects of woodfuel value chains.
This time I would like to just open the stage for some discussion, and I have some questions I would like to
ask you:
1. In your experience, how do you think todays’ woodfuel management is different from 10/20/30
years ago?
a. What changed?
2. How do you think the way woodfuel is managed in SSA will change in the future?
a. Why?
Thank you so much for participating in the Focus Group Discussion! Your information is very relevant to
my research. Would you have anything that you might want to add? Or do you have any questions for
me? If you want to be kept up-to-date on my research or have any ideas, advices or further comments for
me you can always reach out to me via my e-mail: karl.luneburg@wur.nl
Thank you very much for participating!
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Annex 5: Table showing overview of methods and tools used
in this research
Data collection method
Expert Interviews

Methods and Tools
-

Research Questions

Recording: Microsoft Teams,

-

Skype, Word Online

three

research

questions

-

Transcription: Word Online

-

Analysis:

Thematic

All

Content

Analysis using Atlas.Ti, Codes
(Annex 4)
Focus Group Discussion

-

Meeting on Google Jamboard

-

Adds to Expert Interviews

and Microsoft Teams

-

Partially answers all three

-

Recording: Microsoft Teams

-

Analysis:

Thematic

research sub-questions

Content

Analysis using notes and FGD
Guide
GBEP Conference

-

Zoom

-

Recording:

Recordings

of

available

on

presentations

-

Adds to Expert Interviews

-

Partially answers all three
research sub-questions

website
-

Notes taken during conference

-

Analysis:

Thematic

Content

Analysis using notes and Codes
(Annex 4) as guidelines
Literature Review

-

Analysis:

Thematic

Content

Analysis using Atlas.Ti and list of
codes as guidelines
Table 3: Overview research design
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-

Discussion of findings

Annex 6: Table with results
Interests
Political decision-makers
(Governments, Multilateral)

Ideas
Strong influence of metadiscourses (e.g., sustainable
development, CC adaptation
and mitigation, deforestation)
on decision-making process

Institutions
International agreements,
contracts, partnerships, and
targets steer decision-making
process; The SDGs and the UN
Agenda 2030 shape nature of
development cooperation

North-South power dynamics
(Unequal partners)

Translate into popular
approaches in woodfuel
governance (e.g., improved
stoves, alternative fuels,
capacity development, FLEG)

Customary governments act as
legitimate authorities in rural
settings

Financial/donor power dictates
project design

Increasing influence of
discourses around: Sovereignty,
Self-determination, TEK

Recognition of differing
cultural, historic and social
realities

Silo thinking/sector-specific
allocation of funding (strict
adherence to project ‘blueprint’)

Trend towards holistic
landscape approaches, bridging
popular approaches with
emerging discourses (e.g., FLR)

Recognition of conceptual
disjuncture between
perceptions of reality

Conflicts over: Tenure rights,
forest-related livelihood
strategies, relieve vs.
livelihood/policymaking
appraoches, political opposition

Organizational values serve as
moral compass, especially
relevant for organizations with
political accountability

Recognition of
intergenerationality in
transitioning from one energy
regime to another

Different sources of knowledge
are consulted and combined
(e.g., formal and informal
networks, intelligent recruiting,
conferences)

Recognition of a general lack of
good governance and its’
detrimental impact on
woodfuel governance

(cost-efficient, short-term,
sector-bound)
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