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SUSTAINABILITY APPROACH
Countries rich in natural resources have an opportunity to simultaneously pursue  
anti-poverty campaigns, reductions in greenhouse gases and environmental protection by 
entering into conservation agreements with impoverished rural landholders or communities 
to protect natural areas on their land in return for direct economic incentives. The Ministry 
of Environment of Ecuador (MAE) is expanding the nation-wide Socio Bosque (Forest 
Partners) program, which implements conservation agreements between the government 
and rural people as a means of improving environmental conservation e!orts, while 
providing more sustainable livelihoods. 

As of May 2013, Socio Bosque formalized a total of 2,201 conservation agreements with 
2,054 families and 147 communities; providing economic incentives to 138,237 beneficiaries 
to conserve almost 1.2 million hectares of forests and other native ecosystems in Ecuador. 
Conservation agreements specify a mutually agreed set of conservation actions, benefits, 
and criteria for monitoring to ensure transparent provision and fair distribution of benefits 
based on conservation performance. 
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Replicating the Socio Bosque approach in other countries requires high-level political 
leadership and support, flexible program management and dedicated expert program 
administrators. By using positive economic incentives to motivate rural environmental 
conservation, as Ecuador is doing, developing countries have an opportunity to 
improve environmental and social outcomes, strengthen institutions, support bu!er 
zone management around national parks and augment laws and regulations related to 
conservation. 

CONTEXT

During the global economic downturn of 2009, the Ecuadorian government 
defaulted on 30% of its sovereign debt and experienced problems with bilateral 
trade.1 Ecuador’s economy has since recovered and the government has made steady 
progress on reducing overall poverty. However, Ecuador is still working hard to ensure 
that these improvements can be sustained in the long-run, particularly in rural areas. 
The percent of people living on less than $2 per day has declined steadily from almost 
25% in 2003 to a little over 10% in 2010.2 But, this decrease in percentage of poor 
people has di!ered in rural and urban areas (between 2003-2012 percent poverty in 
rural areas decreased from 71% to 49% and in urban areas from 39% to 16%).3 Other 
nationwide challenges include limited access to health care, education, and secure 
employment and these are often worse for rural communities. Being ranked 89th out 
of 187 countries on the Human Development Index (in 2012), is another sign that 
Ecuador needs social change. While the country’s GDP per capita nearly doubled 
over the past decade reaching USD 5,456 in 2012, it still lags behind the rest of Latin 
America (USD 9,569).4   

Despite Ecuador’s steady reductions in poverty and rapid economic growth, the 
government has struggled to diversify its economy and strengthen social services. 
Ecuador’s economy has experienced wide fluctuations in growth ranging from 
less than 1% in 2009 to 8% in 2011 (the third highest in the region) and averaged 
slightly below 5% GDP growth per year from 2003-2012. In 2012, GDP reached USD 
84.53 billion and was comprised of services (53%), industry (37%) and agriculture 
(10%). Petroleum, the dominant export resource in Ecuador, is a large contributor 
to economic growth and public investment, which is problematic given the 
unpredictability of oil prices. Public investments have grown as a percent of GDP 
from 21% in 2006 to 40% in 2011 and the government has mainly committed those 
resources to large infrastructure and social programs and projects.5 Priority is given to 
public investments that create jobs, are e"cient, focus on where help is needed the 
most, and are environmentally sustainable as prescribed in Ecuador’s National Plan 
for Good Living 2009-2013 (development plan).6    

Provisions for addressing on-going and rapid degradation of Ecuadorian natural 
ecosystems have been incorporated in many formal aspects of governmental 
planning, but deforestation is still high. Deforestation between 1990 and 2000 was 
89,944 ha/yr (0.71%) and between 2000 and 2008 it was 77,667 ha/yr (0.66%).7  
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Deforestation in Ecuador has principally been caused by agricultural expansion as 
well as other factors that vary by region.8 Lacking any alternatives, many poor farmers 
feel compelled to expand into new and often marginal land.9 Despite their reliance 
on forests as a resource base, farmers and communities often value forested land 
less than cleared land that can be used for immediate and observable livelihood and 
economic needs.  

IMPLEMENTATION
Instead of only relying on regulation and law enforcement to address deforestation, 
the government began pursuing a counter approach to motivate responsible 
management of resources among farmers and communities. In 2008, the Ministry 
of Environment developed the Socio Bosque (Forest Partners) program to provide 
economic incentives for forest conservation. Socio Bosque was modelled after 
national conservation incentive schemes in Costa Rica and Mexico as well as an 
Ecuadorian pilot project in the Gran Chachi Reserve led by Conservation International 
(CI) and the German Agency for International Cooperation (GIZ). Socio Bosque 
provides a direct payment per hectare of native forest to families and indigenous 
and local communities, who agree to conserve their forests.10 These incentives are 
structured through voluntary, 20-year conservation agreements that define benefits 
and obligations for both parties. 

The goals of the Socio Bosque Program include:

1) Protect 4 million hectares of forests, páramos and other native ecosystems,   
thereby conserving the ecological, economic and cultural values of these 
ecosystems;

2) Reduce deforestation and its associated greenhouse gas emissions; 

3) Improve human well-being of approximately 1 million people.

The incentives that are provided each year 
depend on the type of beneficiary, ecosystem, 
total size of a property for individual families, 
and the size of the area that is enrolled in 
Socio Bosque. Size of enrolled area was 
used as a variable to address social equity, 
as it corrects for very high incentives per 
family when individual farms are big or when 
communities have many hectares available 
per family belonging to the community.

Each participant of Socio Bosque can freely 
decide the number of the hectares of forest 

or páramo to enroll in the program. To have the highest impact possible, priority 
areas for implementation of the program are areas with (1) high deforestation 
threat; (2) high value for ecosystem services (carbon storage, water protection, and 
biodiversity); and (3) high incidence of unsatisfied basic needs.    
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As a primary requirement to participate in the Socio Bosque program, families and 
communities must have the legal property title of the land they want to enroll. In 
Ecuador, local and indigenous communities can have legal communal land titles based 
on their ancestral rights. The requirement to have a land title is a legal necessity 
to allow for the payment of the incentive, and is also meant to help avoid conflicts 
related to multiple claims over the same land. Not all families and communities in 
Ecuador have formal land titles, which restricts their ability to participate in Socio 
Bosque. Programs to support land titling are therefore invaluable to facilitate 
enrollment of these potential participants. Although Socio Bosque focuses its e!orts 
on areas outside the National System for Protected Areas (NSPA), it also has a 
mechanism for communities within NSPA to participate.

To participate in the Socio Bosque program, beneficiaries have to develop an 
investment plan in which they indicate in broad categories how they will use the 
economic incentive from Socio Bosque. This mechanism is important as it is a way for 
Socio Bosque to verify that internal decision-making in assemblies and participatory 
processes have been respected. It reinforces decision making by the whole community, 
and not of a small elite group. Although not always perfect, it is a way to reduce risk 
and increase transparency within the community regarding the use of the incentive. 
Socio Bosque supports communities with training to help define opportunities for 
investment. A manual has been developed by Socio Bosque to help communities define 
their investment plan. Documents that support community planning include: “planes 
de vida” (life plans), management plans, local development plans, zoning maps, and 
territorial maps. Furthermore, it recommends executing a participatory analysis of 
problems and necessities and then identifying solutions. Next, specific objectives, goals, 
activities and timelines are defined. The final product is the investment plan that needs 
to be approved and supported by the members of the community, as proven by the 
minutes of the general assembly and its respective participant list.

The contracts that are signed include some key prohibitions, including the following: 
deforestation of the area, changing the land use of the area, burning the area, 
implementing activities that a!ect the capacity of the area to harbor biodiversity, and 
activities that alter natural hydrological conditions or the capacity to store carbon. 
For monitoring of the enrolled conservation areas, a combination of satellite images, 
aerial photography and field verification is used. Aerial photography and field visits 
are more intensive in areas with high cloud density, relatively small conservation 
areas, and where disturbances of natural vegetation, such as selective logging, are 
relatively small-scale.

Socio Bosque has grown rapidly since its creation in 2008. In May 2013 the program 
reached a total of 1,197,667 enrolled hectares, benefiting 138,237 people. A total 
of 2,054 individual agreements have been signed thus far, accounting for 148,246 
hectares. Also, 147 communal agreements have been signed to date, accounting 
for 1,049,430 hectares. The total amount invested in incentives in 2012 was USD 7.6 
million. Furthermore, since 2008, the Ministry of Environment has invested a total of 
USD 15 million in incentives alone.
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According to Ministry of Environment data, participating communities invested the 
incentives as follows in 2012: 23% in productive activities, 22% in conservation and 
territorial consolidation, 18% in organizational strengthening, 18% in infrastructure, 10% 
in health, 6% in education, and 3% in transportation. This indicates that the incentives 
have the potential to directly improve human well-being and generate additional 
income through productive activities that can complement the Socio Bosque incentive.  
In an e!ort to strengthen the capacity of all stakeholders, the Ministry of 
Environment, along with support from CI and other local partners, has organized 
capacity building workshops, leadership training for marginalized groups, and several 
fairs for exchanging ideas, experiences and lessons learned. The leadership training 
aims to strengthen participatory decision-making and organizational processes, 
gender equality and social inclusion, budgeting, accounting, and forest control and 
monitoring.

In November 2012, the Socio Bosque Fund was formally created through an 
agreement between the Ministry of Environment and the National Environmental 
Fund – a reputable local NGO. The expectations are that innovative mechanisms will 
contribute to further capitalization of the fund, such as voluntary contributions of 
private companies and donors to ensure the long-term financial sustainability of this 
national incentives program.

The investments in communities shed light on the potential of the program for poverty 
alleviation and well-being, but direct links to poverty need to be evaluated in more detail.  
A socio-economic monitoring methodology has therefore been included in the Socio 
Bosque program, combining the use of socio-economic information from the national 
census with information specifically gathered by the program in its intervention areas. 

MOVING FORWARD 
Currently, environmental guidelines are being created for Development and Land 
Use Plans of local governments to integrate the importance of Socio Bosque 
conservation areas in these sub-national jurisdictions. Socio Bosque is therefore 
an important component of forest governance at national and sub-national levels. 
The program has in several cases generated additional, environmentally friendly 
economic activities that generate complementary income. In many communities, it 
has contributed to territorial and organizational strengthening. In others, capacity 
still needs to be enhanced for more transparent and inclusive implementation. 
Thus, for some communities external support is important in promoting the positive 
impact of the incentive.

Scaling-up Socio Bosque to the national level relied on strong political commitment 
as well as flexibility and adaptive management, after the creation of the program, to 
make necessary adjustments given limited data. Other countries looking to establish 
a national level system for conservation agreements should take into account the 
importance of gaining sufficient political will and acting fast to keep momentum. 
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Building partnerships, applying adaptive management, and constant monitoring 
are also critical to this process. The approach taken by Socio Bosque provides 
opportunities for strengthening conservation of critical natural capital outside 
protected areas by individual households and local and indigenous communities, 
which works well as part of a larger strategy for environmental sustainability.
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