
Embracing complexity: 
Meeting the challenges of 
international forest 
governance

A  Global Assessment Report Prepared by

the Global Forest Expert Panel on 

the International Forest Regime

Editors:

Jeremy Rayner, Panel Chair

Alexander Buck, IUFRO Executive Director

Pia Katila, Content Editor

This publication has received funding from the Ministry for Foreign Affairs of Finland, 
the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation, the United States Forest Service, 
the Austrian Federal Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry, Environment and Water Manage-
ment and the Dutch Ministry of Economic Affairs, Agriculture and Innovation. 
The views expressed within this publication do not necessarily reflect official policy of 
the governments represented by these institutions.

Publisher:

International Union of Forest Research Organizations (IUFRO)

International Union of Forest Research Organizations
Union Internationale des Instituts de Recherches Forestières
Internationaler Verband Forstlicher Forschungsanstalten
Unión Internacional de Organizaciones de Investigación Forestal

IUFRO World Series Vol. 28



Recommended catalogue entry: 
Jeremy Rayner, Alexander Buck & Pia Katila (eds.). 2010.
Embracing complexity: Meeting the challenges of international forest governance.
A  global assessment report. Prepared by the Global Forest Expert Panel on
the International Forest Regime.
IUFRO World Series Volume 28. Vienna. 172 p.
	

ISBN 978-3-902762-01-6

ISSN 1016-3263

Published by:
International Union of Forest Research Organizations (IUFRO)

Available from:
IUFRO Headquarters
Secretariat
c/o Mariabrunn (BFW)
Hauptstrasse 7
1140 Vienna
Austria

Tel: +43-1-877-0151-0
E-mail:  office@iufro.org
Web site: www.iufro.org/

Language editor: Alastair Sarre
Lay out: Seppo Oja

Cover photographs:
Metla/Erkki Oksanen, Matti Nummelin, LeoFFreitas/Flickr/Getty Images

Printed in Finland by Tammerprint Oy, Tampere, 2010



3

Embracing complexity: Meeting the challenges of international forestgovernance

Preface

The present volume is the second in the series 
of reports commissioned by the Collaborative 

Partnership on Forests’ Global Forest Expert Panels 
initiative. Following the highly successful report on 
Adaptation of Forests and People to Climate Change, 
presented to UNFF 8 in 2009, the members of the 
GFEP Steering Committee approved the topic of “the 
international forest regime” for a new panel in the fall 
of the same year. More than 30 experts in political 
science, policy studies, law and international rela-
tions agreed to take part and met for the first time 
in Vienna in December 2009. A subsequent meet-
ing of the whole panel was held in Nairobi in July 
2010 and smaller groups gathered in Singapore, New 
York and Washington DC. Every effort was made 
to draw panel members from around the world with 
different experiences and points of view. A similar 
effort pulled together a blue-ribbon team of review-
ers from universities, research organizations, govern-
ments and international organizations whose careful 
scrutiny of the draft report resulted in the removal 
of many errors and a significant improvement in the 
clarity and direction of this document. Indispensable 
administrative support for the panel was provided by 
the IUFRO Secretariat under the direction of Alexan-
der Buck. The report was language edited by Alastair 
Sarre and the whole editorial process overseen by 
Pia Katila. This is truly a collaborative effort and 
could not have been achieved without remarkable 
collegiality and teamwork. I would like to extend 
my deepest thanks to everyone involved, almost all 
of whom voluntarily took on what turned out to be 
a considerable burden in addition to their existing 
professional obligations.

The topic of the international forest regime is a 
complex one. At the heart of regime are a number of 
international organizations with different mandates 
and capacities, all of whom are rightly proud of their 
achievements in raising awareness of the threats to 
the world’s forests and adopting instruments and pro-
grams designed to protect forest conditions and live-

lihoods. Nonetheless, there is an undeniable sense 
that the regime as a whole is failing. Rates of defor-
estation, though declining overall, show significant 
regional variations and remain “alarmingly high” ac-
cording to the latest State of the Forests report by the 
United Nations Food and Agriculture Organization. 
Non-state actors are conspicuous by their absence 
in many of the key initiatives and have their own is-
sue networks existing alongside the regime. Much 
is going on at local, national and regional levels that 
is not reflected in the regime’s outputs. In short, the 
effect of the international forest regime is rather less 
than the sum of its many parts.

More than forty years ago, the distinguished phi-
losopher and social scientist Donald Schoen wrote 
that “we must become able not only to transform 
our institutions in response to changing situations 
and requirements; we must invent and develop in-
stitutions which are ‘learning systems’, that is to 
say capable of bringing about their own continuing 
transformation.” In seeking to understand what has 
gone wrong with international forest governance and 
how it can be put right, the panel has avoided taking 
positions on the various issues of instrument choice 
and organizational reform currently exercising the 
chief actors in the international forest regime. We 
have, instead, directed our efforts towards reconceiv-
ing the regime as a forest-focused learning system 
of the kind imagined by Schoen. It is my hope that 
those with the responsibility for forest governance at 
all levels will find this report, and its accompanying 
policy brief, a useful guide to the complexities of the 
regime as it currently stands and a source of inspira-
tion for setting in motion the “continuing transforma-
tion” which embraces this complexity, turning it from 
source of weakness to a source of strength.

Jeremy Rayner

Chair of the Expert Panel on  
the International Forest Regime
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