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OF DEFORESTATION IN COLOMBIA: 
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 CONTEXT

Concerned with increased defores-
tation in Colombia and its impact 
on ecosystems and biodiversity, the 
embassies of Germany and Norway, 
the Alexander von Humboldt Institu-
te (IAvH), and WWF Colombia con-
vened a multi-stakeholder event on 
the 29th of June 2019, applying the 
Chatham House rules , at the IAvH  
Bogotá venue2.  The purpose was to 
foster collective reflection on the cau-
ses and effects of deforestation in Co-
lombia, to share experiences, and to 
identify the necessary conditions to 
enable greater impact oif the national 
government’s control initiatives. This 
document summarizes the works-
hop’s results, analysis, and proposals 
to strengthen the conditions needed 
to implement successful strategies 
and actions at different scales.

The workshop formed part of the 
Cooperating Members Roundtable, 
which seeks to create spaces for dialo-
gue around key topics related to coo-
peration and to provide recommen-
dations for different stakeholders to 
strengthen the implementation of the 
guidelines offered in this document. 

These organizations will carry out 
another event in October 2019, in hand 
with El Espectador newspaper, to pre-
sent  and discuss the guidelines and 
foster continuity around this process. 

1. This document was produced by an editorial committee composed by GIZ, the Alexander von Humboldt Institute (IAvH), and WWF.
2. Refers to meetings in which participants can use information freely, but cannot reveal the identity or institutional affiliation of speakers or any other participant.

IDENTIFIED CAUSES AND EFFECTS OF DEFORESTATION3

EFFECTS

PROBLEMSDEFORESTATION

CAUSES

Erosion and disruption 
of hydrologic and 
nutrient cycles

Loss of biodiversity 
and ecosystem 
services

Increase in GHG 
emissions and 
climate change

Change in local 
and regional 
climate

Vulnerability of 
current and future 
population / 
precarious living 
conditions

Segmented and disarticulated 
intervention in territories

Weak governance and 
governability in territories

Low monitoring and 
control capacities

Weak territorial planning and 
land-use management

Limited access to land, informal 
ownership, land grabbing, and 
land concentration

Economic development model 
/ unsustainable extractive 
production systems

Absence of and/or legal 
weaknesses in land use restrictions 
and forest management

Based in the identification of Colombia´s deforestation 
root causes, we identified five main enabling conditions 
which will be analyzed through out the document.

Strengthening planning processes and land-use 
plans

Realization of policies and initiatives to conser-
ve forests, reduce deforestation, and promote 

low-carbon sustainable development.

Strengthening Monitoring, Reporting, and Verifi-
cation (MRV)

Strengthening governance and institutions

Public-private-community alliances to face defo-
restation

3. Throughout the document, policy recommendations are related to the causes identified in the graph, using different colors 
to label each cause. Readers can therefore identity each recommendation with its corresponding cause.
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 ENABLING CONDITIONS: 

Throughout this analysis, we refer to enabling conditions 
as the group of legal, political, institutional, social, econo-
mic, and cultural actions that allow for, and make visible, 
the measures needed to effectively reduce deforestation 
in the short, medium, and long term. In this section, we 
present enabling conditions rooted on a diagnosis of the 
issue, the identification of underlying causes, and the 
creation of specific recommendations based on reflec-
tions made during the workshop.

6. These zones will be established in regions affected by criminality that pose a risk to national security, will have special plans to strengthen 
the presence of the State, priority for the provision of social services and reinforced measures for the protection of the population. 
7. The Sub-directorate for Territorial Planning and Development’s mission is to analyze planning and land use topics for territories at the regional 
level. It directs and enables the coordination and integration of national public actions and those of departments and municipalities related to 
shared, long-term territorial development objectives and goals that promote capabilities for internally-driven local and regional development.

Land use conflicts and land access are underlying 
causes of deforestation in Colombia because they are 
linked to direct causes like illicit crops, natural re-
sources extraction and road construction, as well as 
interethnic conflict and weak territorial governance. 
A unique and differentiated development model for 
each region should be defined, taking into account:

A shared vision for development supported 
by differentiated processes that set goals 
and strategies related to the territorial rea-
lity and dynamics of each region. For this, the 
National Planning Department (DNP) and the Te-
rritorial Renewal Agency (ART) should create co-
llective local settings for governmental and non-go-
vernmental stakeholders to build and realize this 
vision through the implementation of Points 1 and 
4 of the Peace Agreement for Integral Rural Deve-
lopment and Environmental Zoning, Development 
Programs with a Territorial Approach (PDET), and 
the National Integral Substitution Plan (PNIS) in 
coordination with Strategic Zones for Integral In-
tervention (ZEII)6.

Agustín Codazzi, with support from the DNP, 
IDEAM, and the National Land Agency, among 
other relevant territorial entities, should update 

Strengthening planning processes  
and land-use plans

 THE ISSUE 

With the ratification of the peace 
agreement, deforestation in Co-
lombia greatly increased becoming 
one of the greatest environmental 
and social challenges facing Co-
lombia.  While official statistics 
presented by the Ministry of Envi-
ronment and Sustainable Develop-
ment (MADS) and IDEAM in July 
2019 showed a 10% reduction in 
deforestation between 2017 and 
2018 (from 219,973 hectares in 
2017 to 197,155 in 2018, or 22,814 
fewer hectares), these values are 
still very alarming.
The greatest forest loss continues 
to occur in the Amazon region, ac-
counting for 75% of net deforested 
area at the national level in 2018. 

4. Direct causes of deforestation are mainly related to extractive industries, legal or not, as well as the expansion of infrastructure, the transformation of forests into 
pastures, agricultural production, timber extraction, extensive cattle ranching, illegal crops, land grabbing, and the occupation of indigenous reservations.
5. The underlying causes – that is, factors that lead agents to transform forests – are more complex. At an international level they are related to markets and commodity pri-
ces, among others. At the national level, they are related to profound reasons like the current development model, population growth, domestic markets, national policies, fiscal 
incentives and subsidies, weak national, regional, and local governance, weak intersectoral coordination, land use conflicts and access to land and resources, and poverty.

This deforestation is concentra-
ted in three departments: Caquetá 
(45.9%), Meta (13.1%), and Guavia-
re (9.8%). Outside of the Amazon, 
the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 
(Caribbean region), a place known 
for having the greatest biologic sin-
gularity in the world, is one of the 
deforestation hotspots identified 
this year. 

To fully comprehend the gravity 
of the threat of the area of forest 
loss on biodiversity and the pro-
vision of ecosystem services, and 
to identify corresponding mana-
gement and control actions, it is 
important to also consider the re-
lative remanence of different types 
of natural forest ecosystems and 

to understand the transformation 
thresholds of natural forests .

It is fundamental to differentia-
te direct causes4,  or direct drivers 
and engines of the transformation 
of forests, from the underlying 
causes5 of this phenomenon, which 
are the factors that lead agents to 
transform forests. Bearing in mind 
that these phenomena are the root 
cause of deforestation, this docu-
ment makes policy recommenda-
tions to address underlying causes 
and analyzes enabling conditions 
based on concrete experiences 
around deforestation in Colom-
bia. The following graph shows the 
causes and effects identified during 
the workshop.

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia

and create cadastral information for land 
in Colombia to characterize the dynamics of land 
ownership in the country. Information should be 
created with local actors to guarantee their em-
powerment and effective ownership of the process.

Strengthen the presence and capability of 
institutions like the Land Restitution Unit, 
the Direction for the Substitution of Illicit 
Crops, the Agency for Rural Development, 
the National Land Agency, and other rele-
vant territorial entities to reduce informality 
and illegality. Specifically, the Direction for the 
Substitution of Illicit Crops should establish a 
roadmap for coordination between the PNIS and 
relevant territorial entities to overcome the condi-
tions that for years have strengthened the develop-
ment of the illicit economy. 

The Sub-directorate for Territorial Planning 
and Development of the National Planning 
Department7 must guarantee participatory 
and coordinated management of territorial 
planning instruments (POT, EOT, PBOT, and 
municipal and departmental development 
plans), providing sectoral guidelines at the 
national level. Indigenous life plans and ethno-de-
velopment plans of black communities should also be 
articulated to other territorial planning instruments 
in order to recognize their ancestral knowledge and 
territorial management strategies. Likewise, MADS 
must analyze the relationship between sectoral plan-
ning at the national level and public policy, as well as 
the need to articulate planning and legal instruments, 
institutions and sectors, with backing from stakehol-
ders at the territorial level.

The Ministry of Finance, the DNP, and the 
Restitution Agency must define a clear and 
viable roadmap to finance the PDET agree-
ments and other projects with sustainability 
criteria and develop clear and efficient procedures 
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Implementation of the Integrated Strategy for Defo-
restation Control and Forest Management (EICDGB) 
– “Forests, Territories of Life” and the development of 
programs like Amazon Vision, GEF Heart of the Ama-
zon, the Joint Declaration of Intent (DCI)8,  the Sus-
tainable Forest Landscapes initiative, among others, 
should be strenthened. Institutional capacities has 
been one of the main challenges, and strengthening 
strengthen institutional capacities to guarantee 
effective, differentiated, articulated, and coherent ac-
tion should be a top priority. Articulated and integra-

Realization of policies and initiatives to conserve forests, reduce 
deforestation, and promote low-carbon sustainable development.

8. Ratified by the government of Colombia and the governments of Norway, the United Kingdom, and Germany.

ted institutions for the conservation and protection of 
forests should be promoted:

Expedite compliance with Sentence 4360-
2018, by means of which the Supreme Court 
ordered, among other things, the creation of a 
“short, medium, and long-term plan to halt deforesta-
tion in the Amazon” and the ratification of an “inter-
generational pact for the life of the Amazon” in order 
to adopt measures aimed at completely reducing de-
forestation and greenhouse gas emissions.

The Ministry of Environment should re-
gulate the use of timber and non-timber 
species, including the development of agile pro-
cedures that result in timely responses. Likewise, 
incentives for complementary compensation and 
restoration strategies are key for the accompli-
shment of policies and initiatives aimed at forest 
conservation.

National and territorial environmental au-
thorities must create a roadmap for unified 
planning to define a territorial scope, where 
to intervene, and how to invest resources for 
compensation in an aggregated and articu-

lated manner. This could result from regulating 
public-private agreements in different areas of the 
country, in close collaboration with entities like SIN-
CHI, PNN, and IAvH, among others.

The national government, under the lead of 
DNP, must guarantee the capability and arti-
culation of relevant entities and non-gover-
nmental stakeholders to carry out territorial in-
vestments in a coordinated and effective manner and 
to expand support to other threatened biodiverse and 
ecologically sensitive areas, making use of incentives 
to fund sustainable production initiatives that gene-
rate income in the long run.

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia

to launch concurrence and coopera-
tion mechanisms with the National 
Land Agency, the Victims Service 
Unit, the Land Restitution Unit, and 
other entities in a single interinstitu-
tional strategy.

The Ministry of Environment 
should create mechanisms to 
strengthen community gover-
nance as a strategy to exercise 
territoriality and protect natu-
ral ecosystems through actions 
like the creation of a legal framework 
that improves land access and use 
by rural communities in forest re-
serves, without violating land-use 
restrictions. Therefore, the Ministry 
of Agriculture should regulate and 
promote the adoption of community 
land management schemes within 
the framework of the Rural, Family, 
and Community Agriculture policy, 
while also regulating and promoting 
the adoption of schemes for com-
munity control of the social and eco-
logical functions of land ownership.
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Monitoring is effective when it is based on scienti-
fic knowledge, allows for the incorporation of other 
forms of knowledge, is strengthened by participa-
tion from local stakeholders, creates a coherent story 
about change and intervention, and generates relia-
ble and timely information for decision making. We 
recommend:

•Articulating local, regional (subnational), 
and national information with IDEAM’s Sys-
tem for Forest and Carbon Monitoring, thus gua-
ranteeing the transfer of information from the 
local to the national level, and vice versa. This pro-
cess should result in the development of a multis-
cale-multistakeholder system that improves the 
country’s forests and carbon monitoring system 
and strengthens decision making for forest mana-
gement and conservation.

Advance towards an integrated monitoring 
system to ensure that current state and forests 
trends monitoring includes variables on the social 
and cultural conditions of inhabitants and their li-
velihoods to develop and implement management 
measures based on the realities and needs of local 
communities.

Promote and strengthen the development of 
a Community-Based Monitoring system at 
the landscape level that creates periodic data and 
information as well as processes for learning and re-
flection. More than 86 initiatives of community ba-
sed monitoring in Colombia were identified in 2018. 
Many of these are currently undergoing processes to 
strengthen capacity at the local level.

Studies have shown the important role that collective territories play in forest 
protection and prevention of deforestation. Similarly, some existing regional 
bodies (e.g. departmental forest roundtables, regional climate change nodes, 
etc.) are fundamental to reach agreements in the management of forests at 
the regional level. We recommend:

Designing and strengthening governance processes and go-
vernability in indigenous, black, and campesino commu-
nities to guarantee full and effective participation and de-
cision making in existing spaces for negotiation. This would 
help strengthen control in territories and foster the development of 
local businesses and environmentally based value chains, concrete ac-
tions to reduce deforestation, and management capabilities for more 
sustainable and transparent financing.

Build principles aimed at providing permanent knowledge to 
all stakeholders in the territory through pedagogical processes, 
advising, co-management aimed at improving capacities to create criti-
cal, analytical, and proactive settings for participation.

Safeguarding and protecting human rights of threatened lea-
ders and environmental organizations to make their efforts vi-
sible by including them in global networks and support organizations, 
strengthening their internal processes, developing risk management 
skills, and creating collective protection measures, among others.

Territorial control must go beyond unidirectional action in 
the fight against environmental crimes and deforestation 
and instead result in greater understanding of new institutions and 
their scope of action at the territorial level, seeking mechanisms to 
strengthen institutional coordination at different levels and for di-
fferent priority topics (e.g. human rights, security, environment) and 
strengthening spaces for participation and decision making at the lo-
cal level. This approach can generate more trust among institutions 
and communities and create a greater sense of co-responsibility.

Strengthening Monitoring, 
Reporting, and Verification (MRV)

Strengthening governance 
and institutions

Cesar David Martinez
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Implementing rural extension services that 
promote the incorporation of good agricul-
tural and ranching practices, building local 
capacities for the implementation of sustai-
nable production systems. Even though there 
have been rural extension experiences in the coun-
try for decades, their implementation in some re-
gions like the Amazon has been limited.

Integrating sustainable forest manage-
ment of forest goods and services, as spe-
cified in Law 1876 of 2017, which creates 
the National System for Agricultural In-
novation (SNIA), as an additional measure to 
stop the advancement of the agricultural fron-
tier, developing integrated capacity building 
models for rural extensionists in the forest and 

1110

It is urgent to sign and ratify the Escazú 
Agreement, the first regional treaty to create a pio-
neering platform for Latin American states and so-
cieties to move towards full access to information, 
participation beyond consultation, and promotion of 

These alliances are particularly important since they 
promote alternative agro-environmental models that 
effectively help reduce deforestation. These alliances 
should be collective action processes accompanied by 
actions like rural extension9 with environmental criteria, 
green incentives, and conservation and/or zero defores-
tation agreements, among others. We recommend:

Strengthening productive alliances that 
promote value chains aimed at reducing 
deforestation and closing existing gaps between 
the sustainability of productive and/or extractive 
processes and their technical and financial requi-
rements10. 

Public-private-community alliances 
to face deforestation

9. According to FAO, rural extension promotes joint creation in innovation, a broad and participatory creation process for 
stakeholders who benefit from innovation and who can help develop solutions. These participatory approaches allow for the 
construction of innovation and extension agendas that are multisectoral and built on consensual agreements.

10. Examples: promotion of sustainable agribusinesses with environmental management commitments or initiatives for timber or 
non-timber forest products, always identifying key public, private, and social stakeholders in the value chain who are committed 
to improving competitivity, environmental performance, and the well-being and income stability of producers.

environmental justice. This agreement seeks to gua-
rantee the rights of present and future generations 
to enjoy a healthy environment, sustainable develo-
pment, and capacity building through greater coope-
ration among countries in the region.

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia

agricultural sectors so that a forestry and agro-
forestry vision complements the more traditio-
nal production vision.

Consider land planning processes with an 
environmental approach, credit planning 
and management, traditional knowledge 
dialogues (e.g. exchange programs at agri-
cultural schools), specialized technical as-
sistance, market analysis, transformation 
and added value, and food security, among 
others, in a new vision for rural extension that 
transcends traditional technical assistance.

Strengthen rural extensionists’ knowled-
ge and an integrated production-environ-
mental vision beyond their technical and/or 
professional training. Alliances among different 
programs and projects in a single region for the de-
velopment of rural extension will ease operation, 
economic optimization, and criteria standardiza-
tion, helping implement Departmental Agricultu-
ral Extension Plans (PDEA).

Advance in the establishment of minimum 
conditions for sustainable production pro-
jects promoted by different public and/or private 
organizations, at least by taking into account environ-
mental supply, environmental impacts, and land use 
restrictions.

Revise perverse incentives easing the develo-
pment of unsustainable productive activities 
from an economic, environmental, and social pers-
pective (e.g. poor practices in extensive cattle ran-
ching funded by easily accessible credit in environ-
mentally fragile areas).

Develop new credit lines for alternative pro-
ductive initiatives like sustainable forest ma-
nagement, agroforestry systems, bio-busines-
ses, etc. whose cash flows and income generation 
operate differently from those of traditional busines-
ses and can have financial benefits in the longer term. 
These developments become more relevant in con-
texts where urgent measures must be taken to stop 
the advance of the agricultural frontier.

Daiana Gonzalez - WWF Colombia
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Strengthen two-way learning processes, re-
cognizing technological innovation, local 
knowledge dialogues, resources exchange, 
and traditional knowledge of ethnic peo-
ples and rural communities, seeking tailor-
made solutions to production problems that are in 
harmony with nature.

 CALL TO ACTION

To confront the issue of deforestation, it is necessary 
to differentiate direct causes from underlying 
causes and design corresponding policy actions. . 

Urgent actions are needed related to the dynamics 
of land ownership in the country and to guarantee 
participatory management that is well articu-
lated to planning instruments at the territo-
rial level, since these dynamics are the main underl-
ying cause of deforestation in Colombia.

Sustainable forest management is a central 
axis of regional and national development 
as well as an opportunity to build peace. The 
current development model has a direct relationship 
with deforestation; if we do not rethink this model, we 
will not be able to successfully tackle deforestation.

Deforestation is not only the loss of forests 
and associated plant and animal species, but 
also the loss of key ecosystem services like hy-
drologic regulation, soil protection, and carbon cap-
ture and storage, thus increasing risks from climate 
change in local communities – and society in general 
– and reducing the capacity to adapt. Thus, a coun-
try-wide vision is important that transcends the Ama-
zon and considers all the remaining natural forests in 
different regions. 

The discussion on deforestation should be broadened 
to include other emphases like incentives for inte-
grated management of ecosystems and biodi-
versity and  strengthening governance in local com-
munities.

Where deforestation is taking place, differen-
tiated national and regional strategies based 
on the conditions of each region of the country 
should be set forth. The debate needs to be decen-
tralized, the dialogue strengthened and concrete ac-
tions in territories through a differentiated approach 
(region, type of stakeholder) should be developed.to 
face deforestation (region, type of stakeholder).

Strengthening governance in territories 
and the inclusion of sustainability criteria 
in the use of forest resources based on joint 
work with communities, civil society, and 
the public and private sectors will make more 
viable the design and success of strategies to fight 
deforestation.

The responsibility to adopt measures to re-
duce deforestation transcends the interests of 
conservation or the intent to provide greater access 
to resources; it also involves principles of inter-
generational equity, solidarity, and partici-
pation in the management of natural capital 
in our country*.

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia



The challenge of deforestation in colombia: policy brief The Alexander von Humboldt Institute - WWF 1514

 COMPLEMENTARY BIBLIOGRAPHY

Clavijo, J.C. (2016). Zona de Proteccion “Manaca-
cias” Aspectos sobre Gobernanza. Parques Nacio-
nales Naturales de Colombia, Dirección Territorial 
Orinoquía (unpublished)

Notes from workshop on social dialogue and gover-
nance with a territorial approach: Strategy “Forests, 
territories for life”. April 2018 

Hernández, R.A (2016). Las asociaciones público 
privadas, perspectivas y retos hacia el desarrollo de 
los principios de descentralizacion y asociatividad. 
Favorecimiento al modelo privado en detrimento 
del modelo estatal. National University of Colombia, 
Department of Law, Political and Social Sciences.  
Master of Laws degree.

Amazon Vision (2017). Working document. Pillar 3. 
Agroenvironmental Development, rural extension 
component

Yepes, A., Arango, C.F., Cabrera, E., González, J.J., 
Galindo, G., Barbosa, A.P., Urrego, D., Tobón, P., 
Suárez, A., Camacho, A. (2018). Propuesta de linea-
mientos para el monitoreo comunitario participativo 
en Colombia y su articulación con el Sistema Nacio-
nal de Monitoreo de Bosques.  Institute of Hydrology, 
Meteorology, and Environmental Studies – IDEAM 
– Ministry of Environment and Sustainable Develop-
ment. ONU-REDD Colombia Program. Bogotá.

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia



THE CHALLENGE OF DEFORESTATION IN COLOMBIA: POLICY BRIEF

Luis Barreto - WWF Colombia

DOCUMENT UNDER CONSTRUCTION


