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The timber harvesting management system
since forest tenure reforms

Summary: Forest harvesting management is a key part of forest resources management. In 2008, China initiated 
reform of collective forest tenure, allocating rights to manage forest and sell timber to farmers. Since 2009 China 
has implemented a new forest harvesting management system. The former system, which relied on pre-inspections, 
inspections and evaluations conducted by forest administration agencies has been changed to a system of application 
by forest managers with forest administrators providing guidance and supervision. Timber harvest application, 
approval and public announcement procedures have been simplified.

Why introduce timber harvesting management 
system reforms?
With a declining national forest cover due to many 
years of excessive harvesting, in 1984 China 
adopted the Forest Law, which established a forest 
harvesting quota system. Timber harvesting volume 
was set below growth volumes, and the annual 
harvest volume was the focus of administrative 
control. After the first five-year harvest quota 
was implemented in 1987, a regulatory system 
developed in which permits for harvest, transport, 
sales and processing were used to ensure 
adherence to the annual harvesting quota.
Since 2004, when seven provinces began pilot 
demonstrations with sustainable forest management 
(SFM), SFM policies, regulations, technologies and 
silvicultural models have been widely promoted. In 
2005, the State Forest Administration (SFA) issued 
guidelines for forest management zonation, which 
distinguished 9 main regions and 14 sub-regions, 
with forest management strategies adapted to the 
forest types in each region. Later, guidance on forest 
management planning was issued which set out 
the requirements for forest management planning 
in different types of forest, and in 2007 more than 
100 forest management models were promoted 
nationwide. Thus, forest harvest management 
needed to shift from simple management of quotas 
and control of forest resource consumption levels 
to a system that supports implementation of SFM 
and its objectives of improving forest functions 
and multiple benefits. Forest tenure reforms also 
increased forest managers’ awareness of their rights 
to dispose of and benefit from forest assets, raising 
new demands of the forest harvesting management 
system.

The timber harvesting management system since 
forest tenure reforms
In 2008, the government issued a new policy introducing 
tenure reform for collective forests, and the timber 
harvesting management system also changed. A policy 
document issued by SFA in 2009 introduced a new system 
for management of harvests from forest land, under which 
forest managers are given a proactive role, while forest 
administration agencies provide guidance services and 
supervision of harvesting operations.
The new harvesting management policy set out the 
following requirements:
(1) The scope of the timber harvesting management 
system: Forest tenure reform clarified the forest resources 
that are owned by farmers and managed by collective 
entities. All of these forests, as well as other non-state 
forests, were brought within the scope of the harvesting 
management system. Timber of non-forest land was 
excluded, allowing owners to harvest it freely. In recent 
years, farmers have adjusted their cropping structure, and 
many have planted trees on cropland, so this exclusion 
from the harvesting system has greatly promoted the 
timber sector on non-forest land, such as in many plains 
areas. However, trees on lands designated by county 
governments as forest land primarily provide ecological 
and timber supply functions, so they have to be brought 
within the scope of the timber harvesting management 
system. 
(2) The main methods for harvest management in 
collective forests:
Simplified management procedures: When forest 
managers need to harvest timber, they can apply at the 
nearby forest work station for a timber harvest license. 
The county forest administration agency assesses forest 
tenure rights and harvest plans, and issues the license all 
at the same point of service. Thus, forest administration 
agencies’ main roles are in providing guidance and 
supervision. If only a small area on private forest land is 
to be harvested, there is no need to apply to the county 
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forest bureau, and the application can be made at the 
grassroots forest station. Once an on-site inspection has 
been made, so long as the application documents are 
complete and the harvesting purpose is legal, the forest 
station staff can issue a license on the spot. For harvesting 
in state-owned forest and large-scale harvests in private 
forests, the forest manager must prepare a harvest plan in 
accordance with the forest management plan, and apply 
for a license to the forest administration agency, with 
approval made only after an inspection agency has made 
an on-site inspection.
Forest harvesting public announcement system: 
Forest administration agencies must publicly announce 
harvest management policies and harvest quotas issued. 
Once timber harvesting plans have been approved by 
the county forest administration agency, they must be 
announced on the bureau’s website and on the township 
or village notice board. If forest managers have any 
objections, they can make written submissions and receive 
a timely public response from the forest administration 
agency. Forest administration agencies at a higher level 
and supervision agencies also monitor the issuance of 

harvesting quotas and approvals, the results of which are 
publicly announced. 
Harvest management for different forest types: China 
divides forest into two main categories: commercial forest 
and public forest. When harvest quotas at regional level 
are prepared, the agency distinguishes between harvest 
quotas for these different forest types. Commercial forest 
takes most of the harvesting quotas, while harvesting in 
public forest is limited. Timber in key public forests is not 
allowed to be put to any commercial use, while in other 
public forests it is only permitted to implement low-intensity 
selective logging, so as to ensure ecological benefits from 
state-owned forests.
In commercial forest, harvesting may include final felling, 
thinning and other forms of harvest, with the latter two 
practices taking up most harvest quotas. If harvest quotas 
in commercial forest are not used within a year, they 
can be rolled over into the following year, and during the 
validity period of a harvesting license, quotas can be 
transferred to other forest managers. In public forests, 
thinning and harvesting for forest renewal purposes are 
allowed, but cannot be rolled over to the following year. 

Harvest quota management: Harvest quota management 
is done on the basis of forest management plans, which 
determine the annual timber harvest quota. The former 
quota management system focused on both the standing 
volume and the timber produced, whereas the new system 
controls only standing volume. Clear cutting is controlled 
according to the forest area. Annual timber production 
plans are now reported to the management agency but 
not used for quota control purposes. 
Preparation and implementation of SFM plans: SFM 
plans are the basis of harvest management. Following 
the national SFM framework, and considering socio-
economic development and environmental management 
master plans as well as forest inventory and design 
studies, provincial and county forest administration 
agencies prepare an SFM plan. The SFM plan sets the 
main direction of forest management, management 

models, harvest utilization methods and supporting policy 
measures.
SFA has also set out procedures for preparation of 
simplified forest management plans. In line with the county 
SFM plan, county forest administration agencies support 
forest managers to produce simplified forest management 
plans. Township forest work station staff provide guidance 
and assistance to farmers to elaborate simplified forest 
management plans, which result in the allocation of forest 
resource management and harvesting plans to actual 
forest plots. These simplified forest management plans are 
recognized by the county forest administration agencies. 
Plans elaborated by collective forest management entities 
and other forest managers are approved by the county 
agencies, while plans that cross administrative boundaries 
are approved by the highest level forest administration 
agency in each of the affected areas.
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Promotion of SFM models: Forest agencies at all 
administrative levels have been promoting SFM pilots and 
demonstrations, summarizing and sharing lessons learned, 
and developing technical standards and silvicultural 
methods for harvesting within SFM approaches. Activities 
to raise awareness of related laws and regulations have 
also been conducted to ensure that forest managers are 
aware of their legal rights and obligations.
Inspection and supervision of timber transport: 
Improvements in t imber transport inspection and 
management systems have been made. The physical 
location of inspection stations has been improved, relying 
mainly on fixed stations, with mobile inspections as a 
supplementary mechanism. Transport permits are also 
announced publicly through newspapers, websites and 
inspection station notice boards. 
Overall, the timber harvesting management system 
reforms has resulted in improvements that bring the 
management system in line with the contemporary needs 
of forestry development. These include reforms to the 
management system itself, as well as improvements in 
the scientific basis for harvesting management due to 
the fundamental role of sustainable forest management 
planning. The reforms have also transformed the role of 
forest administration agencies from direct engagement 
in harvest planning, inspection and evaluation to new 
roles as enforcers of legal obligations and service 
providers. The development of these new institutionalized 
relationships supports the autonomy of forest managers’ 
operations. 

Key support ing condi t ions for t imber harvest ing 
management reform
The success of such a major reform has been dependent 
on a number of key conditions and supporting actions:
(1) Development of the forest law enforcement 
institutions: Through many years of development a 
network of forest law enforcement agencies has been 
put in place throughout the country, including: 
Institutions and staffing: Nationwide there are more 
than 3200 forest law enforcement agencies at county 
level and above, with 17,000 staff, 35,000 staff in forest 
survey and design institutions, and 14 forest resource 
inspection agencies, whose work covers all provinces and 
state forest farms. There are also more than 4200 timber 
inspection stations, 700 inspection teams and 30,000 
township forestry work stations.
Staff training: Timber harvesting management on 
the basis of SFM plans places high requirements on 
the professional conduct and technical skills of staff. 
Continual training is necessary to increase their level of 
professionalism in the conduct of their roles. 
Fiscal support: The new forest management system 
requires adjustments in the structure of government 
budgets for forestry. Forest inspection and management 
agencies’ staff salaries have been included in local 
government budgets, and government budgets have been 
the main source of funds for staffing, remuneration and 
infrastructure investments. Fiscal resources are a key 
condition for effective management of timber harvesting 
activities.

(2) Forest database development: 
Comprehensive databases are essential to enable forest 
administrative and law enforcement agencies to perform 
their functions. The new timber harvesting management 

system requires continual, real-time updating of information 
to enable appropriate response by management agencies. 
For example, data on each forest area has to be updated 
accurately in order to enable the allocation of harvesting 
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quotas and manage the harvest volume in commercial 
forests. Different harvest areas each have a separate file, 
containing information on the harvest strategies, volumes 
and quality, forest regeneration and maintenance activities 
a of numerous forest managers in each area. Updated 
information on harvest, transport and sales volumes are 
the basis for effective inspection of forest harvesting 
activities.
(3) Streamlining forest regulations: 
After issuance of the new harvesting policy, local 
governments all had to review their forest harvest 
management regulations, rescinding regulations that had 
weak legal basis, that no longer reflected the allocation 
of roles within the government system, that exceeded the 
new government mandates or that were in conflict with 
the new regulations. Others were revised in accordance 
with the local situation, the requirements of collective 
forest tenure reforms and recent forest management 
approaches. This enabled local governments to provide a 
sound policy environment for forest managers.
(4) Supervision and law enforcement: 
A harvesting management system based on SFM plans 
requires monitoring, inspection and enforcement in 
relation to different activities and different actors, including 
forest managers as well as administrative agencies:

Forest managers must adhere to the regulations 
associated with the harvesting licenses issued. 
Fines can be issued to those who do not adhere to 
the regulations, while those who engage in unwonted 
destruction of forest resources or illegal harvesting can be 
held to account in the criminal courts. 
After harvesting, all forest regeneration activities 
set out in the harvesting license must be fully 
implemented in order to maintain forest area and 
quality. If a forest manager has not completed all 
regeneration activities in a given year, harvesting licenses 
cannot be given in the following year.
Local agencies also conduct inspections of timber 
processing enterprises, in order to prevent processing 
of illegally produced timber. Enterprises that do not 
follow the relevant regulations may be shut down. 
Forest administrat ion agencies also need to 
strengthen inspection of their performance in law 
enforcement and internal supervision of forest 
management staff in order to ensure that forest 
regulatory functions and law enforcement are 
conducted in accordance with the relevant laws and 
institutional roles. Abuse of public office needs to be 
prevented, monitored and dealt with severely. 
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