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Numerous studies on community forest and land use show clear benefits of including women in natural resource
management. Women’s empowerment in collaborative timber management, however, is understudied and rarely
achieved on the ground. We focused on women’s participation in seven community-based timber projects within
three Brazilian Amazonian extractive reserves, asking: 1. What resources (actual allocations, future claims and
expectations) have shaped women’s roles in collaborative timber management? 2. How do community women

perceive their role in collaborative timber management? 3. Have community members and partner organizations
perceived gender equity in collaborative timber management? Over 15 months, we carried out in-depth in-
terviews with 52 respondents, conducted participant observation, and led focus group discussions that included
community concept drawing activities. We uncovered that while these collaborative timber management projects
still centered on male workers, in two of the three extractive reserves, empowerment processes ultimately opened
spaces for greater engagement by women overall in strategic administrative and logging coordinator positions.
We added to the scholarly conceptualizations of women’s empowerment, demonstrating that ‘power through’
can lead to more permanent empowerment levels. Although normative values associated with gender (i.e. men
stronger than women) were subtly embedded in the actual allocation of both human and social resources (ca-
pacity building and networks, respectively) for collaborative timber management, integration of a few women in
male-centered training efforts provided venues for transformative agency towards women’s placement in stra-
tegic timber management positions. Supporting such transformative processes to empower women in community
land use and forestry requires awareness of gender-based discriminatory attitudes and practices on the part of
men and women, as well as innovations by policymakers, community members, government, and non-

governmental organizations.

1. Introduction

Women'’s roles in natural resource management and governance are
a critical theme in land use and forest research and policy (Dugasseh
et al., 2021; FAO, 2014; Nandigama, 2020), and in gendered literature
on women’s empowerment discourse and practice (Arora-Jonsson,
2014; Bose et al., 2017; Mandawali et al., 2021; Sell and Minot, 2018).
Within a binary gendered model, gender determines what is expected,
allowed, and valued in a woman or a man, in a given context (Colfer,
2021). Gender norms within natural resource and land use settings often
assign women to reproductive roles (including food production to

provide for the family), while men are primarily responsible for pro-
ductive activities that generate cash income (Sharp et al., 2003), shaping
power dynamics based on economic resources. Furthermore, women
and men have different spaces in which they exercise decision making
power. Importantly, in public collective forums, this power (or author-
ity) is often assigned to male members (Agarwal, 2001, 2015). However,
gendered norms that guide what men and women are expected to
accomplish are socially constructed, reflecting the society in which they
are embedded. This also means that gender norms and roles are not only
context-specific, but also changeable over time, as societies evolve.
Within the context of sustainable timber management, women’s
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participation is understudied and seldom achieved on the ground (Colfer
and Minarchek, 2012; Schmink and Gomez-Garcia, 2015). This applies
where forest lands are owned outright by local communities (Antinori
and Bray, 2005) and in collaborative management (or co-management)
settings, whereby communities share forest management rights and re-
sponsibilities with government and sometimes other actors (RRI, 2020).
While co-management of community-owned forests is a crucial prag-
matic strategy in the operationalization of efforts to decentralize and
devolve forest tenure rights to local communities (Aggarwal et al., 2021;
Baynes et al., 2015; Doss and Meinzen-Dick, 2020), conditions to
collaborate are rarely extended to women. For example, programs and
policies seeking to promote community timber management often focus
material resources and training to male community members and,
perhaps unwittingly, marginalize women, and inappropriately limit
gender roles and responsibilities at the community level (Schmink and
Gomez-Garcia, 2015; Veuthey and Gerber, 2010). When considered,
women’s roles in collaborative timber management tend to be restricted.
Women often are assigned normative positions to provide food for male
timber workers, and they often are poorly supported by policymakers
and forestry extension services (Carr et al., 2021; Rainforest Alliance,
2015). Ultimately, timber-focused community projects centered on male
timber workers can perpetuate exclusion of the knowledge, talents, and
labor that approximately half of the community population could bring
to the forest management table. An exclusive male focus in timber
projects also excludes women from local decision-making bodies
regarding community land use (Mai et al., 2011) and impedes gender
disaggregated data that could provide a more complete understanding of
forest use and local livelihoods (Doss, 2014). It also hampers successful
development of land use policy, such as with Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD+) (Alcorn, 2014), forest
restoration, and integrated, efficient governance of non-timber forest
products - NTFPs (Cazzolla Gatti et al., 2014; Guariguata et al., 2009).
The latter are particularly important to women’s livelihoods (Sunderlin
et al., 2008; Wunder et al., 2014) providing economic returns and
enhancing human well-being at the individual, household and commu-
nity level (Vazquez-Garcia and Ortega-Ortega, 2017).

Existing research on gender equity and women’s empowerment in
the forest sector tends to examine factors that determine women’s
participation or empowerment in forestry institutions (Agarwal, 2015,
2001; Coleman and Mwangi, 2013; Mai et al., 2011), demonstrating the
importance of interactive gender participation (Agarwal, 2001) in
decision-making and forest use (Mai et al., 2011; Nandigama, 2020).
Another set focuses on outcomes of women’s role in forest management
(Agarwal, 2010), with special emphasis on women’s role in collection
and production of NTFPs (Bose et al., 2017; FAO, 2014; Neumann and
Hirsch, 2000; Sunderland et al., 2014). Yet, studies rarely explore the
resources (actual allocations, future claims and expectations) that pre-
vent or improve gender equity in the management of timber resources
(Carretal., 2021), pointing to a gap in the literature and practice that we
seek to fill. We thus ask:

1. What resources (actual allocations, future claims and expectations)
have shaped women’s roles in collaborative timber management?

2. How do community women perceive their role in collaborative
timber management?

3. Have community members and partner organizations perceived
gender equity in collaborative timber management?

While gender equality and women’s empowerment are critical Sus-
tainable Development Goals (SDGs) for women and girls (Carr et al.,
2021; United Nations, 2017), centering attention first on gender equity
(women and men treated fairly in accordance with their respective
needs) helps focus on the specific, often different needs for achieving
women’s rights and benefits. This can include equal or dissimilar
treatments, and often requires integrated measures to compensate for
both historical and social disadvantages women have faced (Kabeer,
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2005). In our study, we use gender equity in collaborative timber
management, understanding that community women (versus men) in
the forest sector historically have different needs, perspectives, and tools
to access and use forest resources (Colfer and Minarchek, 2013).

Our inquiry was motivated originally by observations of seven
community-based timber co-management operations within three
extractive reserves in the Brazilian Amazon. In these settings, local
“timber workers” (manejadores in Portuguese) refers to community
members, applied almost solely to men, who occupy timber manage-
ment positions, typically within logging operations and/or as timber
management leaders. We sought to shed light on the low number of
women participating as timber workers, and highlight how, against the
odds, a few became “manejadoras” (female timber workers in Portu-
guese). Although results cannot be generalized to other populations, our
study brings valuable insights about women'’s roles, gender equity, and
women’s empowerment in collaborative timber management, wherein a
male-dominated perspective still prevails among community members,
practitioners, and policymakers (Colfer, 2021).

2. Overview of theoretical foundations and conceptual
framework

Empowerment is a process of change wherein individuals or orga-
nized groups acquire the ability to make strategic life choices when such
ability was previously denied or restricted by predefined social norms
and/or unequal power relations (Ali, 2014; Ibrahim and Alkire, 2007;
Kabeer, 1999; O’Hara and Clement, 2018). For women with forest-based
livelihoods, that process may enable greater access to and use of the
forest and increased ability to decide among select alternatives that will
impact their lives and those of others. The possibility of change is
embedded in pre-conditions (resources, broadly defined) that allow
enabling processes (agency) to happen, and result in tangible, desirable
outcomes (achievements). Resources (Fig. 1, magenta boxes and arrows)
may include material goods (income or forest resources, for example),
social resources, such as networks, or human resources, such as educa-
tion (Coleman and Mwangi, 2013) and/or management skills (Mello and
Schmink, 2017). Moreover, resources may include actual allocations -
those immediately accessible to an individual at a given time - as well as
future claims and expectations - investments in formal (i.e., general
schooling) and informal education (i.e., training for natural resource
management) that can result in prospective knowledge and skills to a
achieve a determined function in an institution (Williams, 2016). Access
to these resources — the actual allocations and future claims and ex-
pectations — allows an individual to exercise agency. Agency (Fig. 1;
orange boxes and arrows) refers to the motivation and ability to act
individually or collectively based on self-defined goals and personal or
common interests (Galie and Farnworth, 2019). Achievements (Fig. 1; red
box) refers to the conjunction of resources and agency that results in
empowered actions (Fig. 1; green box) and ultimately, desired
well-being outcomes (Kabeer, 1999).

Of particular interest in our work, agency can be operationalized as
decision-making ability (Kabeer, 1999) expressed in different forms of
power. For instance, ‘power within’ refers to personal self-confidence
and guides the meaning, motivation, and purpose of an individual to
act upon defined goals and interests. ‘Power to’ is the power to act to-
wards a transformative outcome or to resist a change, described by
Kabeer (1999) as transformative and effective agency, respectively.
Other expressions of power also can help explain women’s empower-
ment (O’Hara and Clement, 2018). For instance, ‘power with’ refers to
power obtained from an alliance of individuals to act in mutual support
toward common interests. ‘Power over’ is about domination, coercion,
or control that a given individual or social actor can exert over another.
More recently, Galie and Farnworth (2019) added a new concept of
power to the feminist empowerment literature: ‘power through’ (Fig. 1;
blue box and dotted arrow), which is often temporary power that is
exercised without agency. It is the power that an individual may attain,
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Fig. 1. Conceptualizations of women’s empowerment used to guide this study based on the foundational conceptual map of Williams (2016, p. 69) and works of
Galie and Farnworth (2019) and Kabeer (1999). Magenta boxes and arrows highlight pre-conditions (resources, broadly defined) that allow enabling processes
(agency - boxes and arrows highlighted in orange) to happen, and result in tangible, desirable outcomes (achievements — box highlighted in red) that leads to

empowerment (box highlighted in green).
Source: Authors’ elaboration.

and then may lose "through changes in the empowerment status of
others, or through relating to others” (Galie and Farnworth, 2019, p.
14). ‘Power through’ “allows the experience of empowerment and dis-
empowerment to remain distinctive and personal to an individual, yet is
mediated through the existence of others” (Galie and Farnworth, 2019,
p. 14). While empowerment ‘through’ can be temporary, we argue that
women can use this temporary relational power to access previously
inaccessible resources (Fig. 1; brown dotted arrow) that can then result
in agency, and ultimately the exercise of different dimensions of power
such as ‘power within’, ‘power with’, and ‘power to’ and, desired indi-
vidual and collective well-being outcomes.

3. Research methodology

Extractive reserves in the Brazilian Amazonian are relevant research
sites to examine the ascension of rural women in managing natural re-
sources within collective land use systems (Schmink and Gomez-Garcia,
2015; Shanley et al., 2018). Extractive reserves are sustainable use
protected areas - public lands administered by the federal government
and designated for communal use by traditional peoples (PNAP, 2006).
They emerged as a land tenure proposition spearheaded by Amazonian
rubber tappers, their corresponding social movement, and allies (Gomes
et al.,, 2018). The struggle of these local forest users, both men and
women, gained worldwide attention during the 1980’s for their bold
proposal to secure massive forest areas under public ownership while
maintaining their rights over natural resources to agricultural subsis-
tence and sustainable commercial use of natural resources (Allegretti,
1990, 1992). Widespread application of this concept led the Interna-
tional Union for the Conservation of Nature (IUCN) to establish Category
VI: Protected area with sustainable use of natural resources (Maretti,
2005). Nowadays, extractive reserves cover more than 15 million ha in a
variety of Brazil’s biomes, ranging from forest to marine areas (Prado
and Seixas, 2018). They are embedded in the land tenure legal frame-
work of the Brazilian National System for Conservation Units (SNUC,
2000) wherein State and reserve residents share rights, responsibilities,
and benefits over natural resources. Local people living within these
reserves collectively hold renewable long-term concessions through
community-based associations to sustainably use the reserves’ natural
resources (PNAP, 2006).

Timber is an important asset in terrestrial reserves. Residents often
had logged individual trees traditionally for housing and other build-
ings, and sometimes, for commercialization as part of their multiple use

of forest resources (Espada and Sobrinho, 2019; Humphries et al., 2020).
Because the latter had intensified (Miranda et al., 2020), the federal
government established a specific legal framework, Normative Instruc-
tion No 16/2011 (hereafter Norm 16/2011) to approve
community-based timber management projects (ICMBio, 2011). This
reinforced government recognition of local management rights, but also
created settings for collaborative timber management arrangements
between communities and the federal agency that oversees protected
areas management, Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conserva-
tion - ICMBio (Santos, 2017). ICMBio approves, monitors, and oversees
community-based timber management projects (hereafter timber pro-
jects), while the community association is legally responsible for the
project, and its members, the reserve residents, are expected to imple-
ment the project’s operational and administrative activities. That local
communities were given explicit, legal authority to collaboratively
manage their timber was considered a huge step forward toward com-
munity empowerment (Santos, 2017). Legal and institutional frame-
works did not differentiate use rights by gender, meaning that men and
women, in theory, had the same rights to access, use, and manage forest
resources, including timber.

3.1. Research sites

To examine women’s participation in this recent co-management
scheme applied specifically to reserve timber resources, we studied
seven timber projects within three extractive reserves: Chico Mendes,
Ituxi, and Verde para Sempre (Fig. 2).

Most strategic decisions related to natural resources use, including
timber, were made by the State and reserve residents during biannual,
reserve-specific and multiple-day Deliberative Council meetings that
included diverse levels of government actors, researchers, the private
sector, resident communities, and their local institutions. The seven
timber projects in our study were the first ones approved under Norm
16/2011. At the time of data collection, these seven were the only ones
that had completed at least one annual timber harvest, meaning that
reserve residents were effectively implementing the timber plan
approved by ICMBio. While all were located within Amazonia, forest
resources within each of the three reserves varied, as did timber man-
agement arrangements, which depended on diverse factors including
regional markets, local associations, and resident capacity to organize
and manage resources (Table 1).
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Fig. 2. Locations of the three extractive reserves in the Brazilian Amazon, which housed the universe of seven community-based timber co-management projects

examined in this study.
Source: authors’ elaboration.

4. Methods

Our research design involved an embedded multiple-case design
(Yin, 2009), using three criteria for study inclusion: (1) located within
an extractive reserve, (2) approved under Norm 16/2011, and (3)
completed at least one timber harvesting season. This universe of seven
community associations each co-manage their timber resources within
three extractive reserves.

We used mixed methods, integrating multiple sources of evidence to
analyze these cases (Baxter and Jack, 2008; Leech and Onwuegbuzie,
2008; Yin, 2009): (1) In-depth semistructured individual interviews
(Flick, 2009); (2) Focus group discussions (Morgan, 1996) with a)
diverse local users as part of a forest-based community exchange, and b)
women only in one reserve; and (3) Participant observation (Bernard,
2006). Field data was collected from May 2018 to September 2019, and
all methods complied with research ethics overseen by the University of
Florida’s International Review Board and were approved by
IRB201800341 and by the Brazilian Ministry of Environment (SISBio
62191-1).

4.1. In-depth semi-structured individual interviews

To investigate the resources (actual allocation, future claims and
expectations) that have shaped women’s roles in collaborative timber
management, we followed a guided questionnaire and carried out 52
face-to-face, in-depth semi-structured individual interviews (Flick,
2009) with 39 community members (women = 17) from the three
extractive reserves and 13 representatives of partner organizations. The
latter, all men, worked in government, timber markets, private forest
service providers, or non-governmental organizations (NGO). At
participant convenience and comfort, nine of these 17 interviews were
conducted solely with the woman present, while diverse family mem-
bers joined the other eight. We specifically asked these female

interviewees if they participated in the timber projects and if yes, which
roles they occupied (e.g., decision-maker or timber worker), subse-
quently exploring their personal trajectories to understand what they
did and how they secured the opportunity to participate.

To explore perceptions of partner organizations about gendered
participation and empowerment in collaborative timber management,
we specifically asked individuals within partner organizations (n = 13)
to explain their understanding of community empowerment and dis-
empowerment, including the elements and conditions for a community
to be considered empowered or disesmpowered. We targeted these in-
dividual external actors to explore if gender equity would surface in
their understanding of empowerment and disempowerment. We asked
the same questions to community members, not as individuals, but
during focus group discussions. Overall, individual interviews took an
average of 1 ' hours to complete, with the longest lasting 4 h and the
shortest 30 min; all was recorded with permission from participants.

4.2. Focus group discussions

4.2.1. Women, men and mixed groups

We organized a focus group discussion during a larger 3-day com-
munity information exchange activity (Espada and Kainer, 2020). The
3-day exchange grew out of a previous workshop (Fonseca et al., 2020)
and specific request from community members themselves who wanted
more information flow about timber co-management experiences in
Brazilian Amazonian extractive reserves. The focus group discussion
was implemented specifically to explore gendered perceptions of com-
munity empowerment within collaborative timber management. Ex-
change participants were recruited through a volunteer sampling
technique. We advertised to leaders and in meetings that community
members select participants under the following criteria 1) knows the
timber projects and its historical processes; 2) is motivated to share
his/her experience to a large group; 3) gender balance; and 4) age
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Table 1

Relevant characteristics of the extractive reserves and the seven community-based timber co-management projects.
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Characteristics Extractive Reserve

Chico Mendes

Ttuxi

Verde para Sempre

General extractive reserve characteristics

Municipality (State) Xapuri (AC)

Total area (hectares) 931,537

Predominant forest type! ~ Upland Ombrophilous Forest and Open
Ombrophilous Forest

Main commercial Brazil nuts; Timber; Cattle?; Manioc flour

Labrea (AM)
776,323
Dense Lowland Ombrophilous Forest

Brazil nuts; Manioc flour, Fish; Tree oils;

Porto de Moz (PA)
1,289,000
Dense Upland Ombrophilous Forest

Timber; Manioc flour; Brazil nuts; Fish

products Timber
Relevant timber project features
Number of timber 1 1 5
projects approved
Year of timber project 2014 2016 2016
approval
Logging area size 24,589 1403 40,602
(hectares)
Commercial timber basal ~ Low Low High
area
Harvesting intensity to 8 m®/ha 10 m*/ha 25 m®/ha
date
Timber product Round wood Sawn wood Round wood
commercialized
Timber management Community association and its members sold Community association executed all logging Community association hired logging
arrangements timber as standing trees to a timber cooperative activities, retained control over timber sales, companies for skidding activities and

that hired some community members
Relevant characteristics of timber workers

and processed sawn timber

association retained control over timber sales

Hours of RIL training 32 96 127 (for each project)
received
Number of internal 5 19 127 (total for the 5 timber projects)
resident workers
Number of external ~24 None None
(outside reserve)
workers
% Female workers None 32% (n = 6) 26% (n = 33)

1 Based on Pires and Prance (1985). 2 Cattle raising is an authorized activity according to local regulations agreed upon by the federal government, reserve residents,

and partner organizations.

balance. This resulted in a focus group composed of 27 community
member participants (17 male, 10 female) from all three cases studied:
Chico Mendes, Ituxi, and Verde para Sempre. We asked specifically for
their understanding of what community empowerment and dis-
empowerment means and how it occurs, using an adaptation of Com-
munity Concept Drawing (McOmber et al., 2021, 2015) elaborated in
five stages. First, we asked participants if they had heard of the
word/concept of community empowerment. Second, we split partici-
pants in three small groups (5-6 individuals): only women, only men,
and a mixed group of men and women. Third, we asked each group: (a)
to define what community empowerment means to them, (b) to define
the elements and conditions for an empowered community, and (c) to
present results of their discussion to the plenary group, opening dialogue
among groups. Fourth, participants went back to their small groups and
were asked to define what community disesmpowerment means to them,
and then, to define the elements and conditions for a disempowered
community. Fifth, each group presented the results of their discussion to
the large group. The participants used flipcharts and colored markers to
express their definitions through diverse formats: word lists, drawings,
and drawings with collages. These activities took three hours to
complete.

4.2.2. Follow-up women only group

To further explore women’s perceptions of their roles in collabora-
tive timber management, we organized an additional focus group dis-
cussion (Morgan, 1996) — this time among 28 community women who
resided in one Verde para Sempre timber project community. Here, we
also applied an adaption of the Community Concept Drawing, but in four
stages rather than five: First, we asked focus group participants if they
had heard of the words/concepts of empowerment and disempower-
ment. Secondly, we divided participants into groups of seven

individuals, asking: (a) What are men capable of doing in timber pro-
jects? and (b) What are women capable of doing in timber projects? We
made this adaptation to facilitate debate about the concepts of
empowerment and disempowerment by using a proxy concept ‘to be
able to’ as expressed in McOmber et al. (2015). Third, we asked par-
ticipants to present results of their discussion in plenary, opening dia-
logue among all participant women. Fourth, we guided debate about
women’s actual and potential future roles in the timber project. Par-
ticipants used flipcharts and colored markers to express their definitions
of empowerment and disempowerment through diverse formats,
including word lists and drawings. The entire process took four hours.

4.3. Participant observation

The first author used participant observation to cross-check and to
note systematically gendered perceptions of timber co-management
capabilities. Our protocol consisted of descriptive and reflective anno-
tations guided by qualitative criteria such as: 1) How individuals artic-
ulated women’s roles in the timber projects; 2) When men spoke for
women, how women’s roles were referred to; and 3) Who openly agreed
or disagreed (Moreira and Caleffe 2008). Participant observation was
applied during overnight stays in communities of all three extractive
reserves (up to one month each in Extractive Reserves Chico Mendes and
Ituxi and 6 months in Verde para Sempre) and visits to five logging sites.
The latter included an overnight stay in one logging area, which
generated data on interactions between community-based timber
workers. Observations also were made during the community exchange
and during several general timber project meetings held with commu-
nity members and external actors.
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4.4. Data analysis

In-depth interviews were transcribed to Microsoft Word® documents
and categorized in the following sequence: type of data collection,
sequential order that individuals were interviewed, gender, typology or
sector of organization they belonged to, and case study. Data from in-
terviews and participant observations were coded through classical
content analysis (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2008) using MAXQDA 2020
(VERBI Software, 2019) from the transcribed documents. Data analysis
involved, first, deductive coding to identify specific ideas in the indi-
vidual responses about resources (actual allocation, future claims and
expectations), women’s roles in collaborative timber management, and
perceptions of gender equity. Secondly, thematic coding was applied to
group similar codes into themes: actual allocation and future claims and
expectations. Using this approach, we identified resources that shaped
women’s roles in the studied timber projects. We used latent content
analysis (Leech and Onwuegbuzie, 2008) to examine the drawings and
free listings that originated in the two focus group discussions, applying
MAXQDA 2020 (VERBI Software, 2019) to code specific items from the
drawings or free-listed words. Codes referred to both women’s roles and
perceptions of gender equity in collaborative timber management.

5. Results
5.1. Actual allocations of resources: support to male timber workers

In all cases, most training for collaborative timber management
targeted men. They were the focus for reduced-impact logging (RIL)
training (International Tropical Timber Organization, 2004), which is
required to work in operational functions of timber projects. Still, some
women from Ituxi and Verde para Sempre did participate intermittently
in some aspects of RIL training, and a few women from these two cases
also received training in administrative functions that was offered by
partner NGOs. On average, community women constituted 18% of the
workforce (Table 1), but that average masks that no Chico Mendes
women participated in any project activities. Overall, however, women
respondents (n = 17) reported that, unlike male residents, they did not
have equal access to social and human resources, such as RIL training
and the social networks which may have allowed them to participate in
whatever activity they wanted in the timber projects. In addition, these
respondents mentioned that they did not have previous experience
managing timber resources, as had their husband and other male rela-
tives. Nonetheless, community women from Ituxi and Verde para
Sempre who were assigned as cooks for their local timber projects were
considered ‘timber workers’, a term typically reserved for those working
directly with timber operations. From all research respondents (n = 52,
men and women), we also identified that the prevailing perceived role of
women in the timber projects was to support the male timber workers.
Foremost, women’s supporting role included childcare, homecare, and
agricultural work, while male members (husband, son, or other rela-
tives) conducted logging activities. We identified that some women
worked as cooks during the timber harvest season either in the logging
camp lodge and/or for community meetings organized around collab-
orative timber management. Usually, women received a daily rate when
working in the camp. For community meetings, women’s work was
either considered a community counterpart to partner organization
contributions or women were remunerated by these organizations,
typically NGOs. We also identified that community men adopted two
main discourses regarding women’s role in collaborative timber man-
agement. First, that women were not interested, as evidenced by a man
who said, “Women do not go (to logging activities) because they have
other commitments; they do not want to go”. Second, that logging ac-
tivities required strength and endurance, which women presumably did
not have, rationalizing that women should assume cook positions. One
woman affirmed circulation of this disempowering male discourse:

This was a complaint from the NGO, because the women did not go
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(to the skills training), but some women did want to go. But then the men
said that the work was hard, that women were not going to be able to
climb over logs and they (the women) ended up not going. So, there is
this whole intimidation thing, but I think it is more of a strategy by them
(the men) to leave women at home taking care of the house (I122-F-Rout-
LP-VS).

We observed that some women believed that women themselves did
not want to do this work. A female research participant said:

No, I don’t think there is a barrier. What prevents them (women) is
that they themselves really do not want to go, the majority don’t want
to. They think it might be difficult to leave the house and their children.
People (NGOs) that come from outside (the village), they always fight to
have the participation of women, and [the staff say that they need] 50%
of women, we give opportunities to women but they (women) don’t
believe they are competent, they think they are incapable, or maybe
because they themselves do not really want to leave the house (II33-F-
Rin-NLP-VS).

Other women reported different points of view, as illustrated:

In other communities, it is their own men who do not believe that
women have the capacity to perform that role of being a field coordi-
nator, of doing a forest inventory, and even of being a chainsaw oper-
ator, because there are women who know how to saw, but men already
think that it is hard work (II22-F-Rout-LP-VS).

5.2. Future claims and expectations: capacity building and role models

From women respondents (n = 17), we identified several future
claims and expectations. Women from Ituxi and Verde para Sempre
affirmed that while NGOs motivated community women to participate
in actual capacity building activities, particularly those related to
administrative tasks, the women themselves had expectations for
training to undertake more diverse timber management positions. One
respondent went further, providing detailed considerations for future
training invitations:

When we send the invitation (for the meeting) saying that they
(women) have to come, they come because AAA (NGO staff) said ‘I don’t
think that will work, you have to say that their participation is
mandatory’. Another thing, you have to send a specific invitation to
them (the women), because when you send the invitation to the (com-
munity) president, he just puts it in his backpack, then he’ll inform [the
women] at the last minute [that they can come], and they also can’t
prepare then, they [the women] have children and all that stuff (I122-F-
Rout-LP-VS).

These respondents also suggested the need for role models to moti-
vate other women, which could come from within or outside the com-
munities, as reported by a female respondent:

So, I think it is more chauvinism and, for us nowadays, it is very
important to involve women; these days we are allowed in any male job
where we are; for me, it is very important, because we no longer have
that frustration, but before no, this work could only be done by men.
When timber management started, the boys did not want us to even go to
the forest. In the first inventory, they did not want us to go and then AAA
[male SFB* officer] said ‘no, there is no reason why the women
shouldn’t go, the women can go’, and they [male community members]
said ‘no, it is very tiring, it is very hard.” But during the second forest
inventory of the area, a woman came, BBB [SFB officer] who was a fe-
male forest engineer and then when she came, then we were saying
‘look, you see, she is an engineer’ (I148-F-Rout-LP-IT). *SFB = Brazilian
Forest Service.

In Extractive Reserve Verde para Sempre, specifically, the five
community timber projects had local role models in the extant female
leadership in Arimum, a community within the same extractive reserve
that had engaged in timber co-management since 2006 (more about this
case in Humphries et al., 2022). Arimum, located in Verde para Sempre,
has practiced collaborative timber management since 2007. The Forest
Stewardship Council (FSC) certified Arimum in 2016, signaling third-
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party international recognition of good forestry practices. A NGO
respondent articulated the importance of community women serving as
role models, particularly for women’s participation in the timber
projects:

And speaking about AAA, about her mother during that time and
another very interesting thing from Arimum, was the leadership of these
women who were there at the head of everything, in the predominantly
masculine supply chain. But these women were leading, they said the
following (to the community men): "'what password can I use to access
the timber?’ It was very interesting, their defiance (of the male com-
munity members) (I142-M-NGO-VS).

The trajectory of another role model reveals lessons regarding actual
resource allocations that fell short and suggests possible futures that
better address women’s claims and expectations (Box 1).

5.3. Women’s perceptions of their timber co-management capabilities

Overall, the focus group with only women participants perceived
that women were capable of working in a variety of timber management
activities (Table 2). These included those related to office tasks, such as
treasurer or document organization, as well as those related to field-
based activities, such as forest inventories, mapping, driving, and even
felling trees. Nonetheless, one focus subgroup succinctly dismissed
women’s field capabilities by saying that women are too sensitive for
field-based activities.

Most subgroups also suggested that men were capable carrying out
all timber management activities, including those often traditionally
assigned to women, such as to cook. Latent content analysis of workshop
flipcharts (Fig. 3) revealed that across the four subgroups, respondents
attributed to men more elements of field-based activities than to women,
even for those groups that stated that women can do whatever timber
project activities they want (see Groups 2 and 4 in Table 2).

In reality, across all timber projects examined, women were assigned
domestic (e.g., cook) and office (e.g., treasure, notetakers) roles, and
men were assigned technical, operational, and commercialization roles.

5.4. Actor perceptions of empowerment/disempowerment in collaborative
timber management

Partner organizations. During in-depth semi-structured interviews,
external actors were asked individually about the meaning of

Table 2
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Perceptions of what men and women are capable of doing in collaborative
timber management as articulated by participants of a women only focus group
held in one timber project studied.

Focus Men are capable of: Women are capable of:
subgroup
1 Men do heavier management Women can cook, clean stuff,
work, such as building roads and ~ make maps, be coordinator and
cutting down trees. But men also  do office work.
do the office work.
2 Men can do all activities. Women are the same as men.
They are capable of anything.
They cut down trees, as we know
from an example of other
communities, but it can be
dangerous. Women can also
drive, help the chainsaw
operator, and cook.
3 Men are stronger, being capable There are activities that women
of field-based activities. cannot do, such as cut down
trees. Women cannot do
everything. Women are more
sensitive.
4 There was one man who cooked Women can do anything they

in the timber management
project.

want; it depends on her. Women
can conduct forest inventories,

make maps, and cook.

empowerment/disempowerment. Their responses focused on three
major meanings: 1) Ownership of natural resources - when the com-
munity has all rights to decide and manage their lands; 2) Institutional
capacity, when the community has technical and administrative ca-
pacity to manage and sell timber products; and 3) Decision-making
power, when the community can decide if and how to manage timber
resources vis-a-vis other organizations. When asked about the meaning
of disempowerment, three major meanings were uncovered: 1) Lack of
decision-making power, when the community cannot decide if and how
to manage timber resources vis-a-vis other organizations; 2) Disorga-
nized, when the community does not have the social and/or productive
organization to manage timber resources; and 3) Incomplete ownership
of natural resources, when the community does not have all rights to
decide and manage their lands. When partner organizations were asked
what elements and conditions were important for a community to be
considered empowered and/or disempowered within the collaborative

Box 1
Exemplificative story.

Mary (fictitious name), a 35-year old female community member from one of the studied research sites, stood out in the collaborative timber

projects studied. Mary had completed high school, making her an outlier, given that most rural Brazilians, including forest-based dwellers,
achieve only primary education; only 27% have completed secondary education (Pereira and Castro, 2019). Additionally, Mary was an
excellent cook, and was accustomed to welcoming external partner organizations to her community. Between 2011 and 2014, several
timber project planning and implementation meetings among community organizations, the government, and NGOs took place in Mary’s
community. In the beginning, Mary was assigned by the community association representative, a male community member, to prepare
meals for those meetings. While these diverse participants were taking a break from the meeting, NGOs representatives discovered that
Mary was formally educated and literate. These external actors began inviting Mary to take notes during the meetings - to document
decisions made in reports shared with the community association and government officials. Mary was also proactive, providing suggestions
to improve the timber project. As she gained familiarity with the topics discussed and trust from NGO representatives and government
officials, Mary’s participation expanded, and she began representing the community association, in both internal and external events
(seminars, trainings) as a participant, rather than simply as a cook or notetaker. Furthermore, her natural leadership skills were noted by
NGO staff and they sought to enrich these skills with increased capacity building. Mary engaged with the timber project and became part of
the collaborative timber management team, assuming diverse and complementary strategic positions, such as coordinating the agenda for a
newly established community-based timber cooperative. Proactively, Mary also maintained communications with partner organizations by
monitoring and reporting joint project activities.
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Fig. 3. Results of women only focus group discussions, showing through illustrations women’s perceptions of their timber capabilities in community timber projects.

timber management context, not one interviewee volunteered that
gender equity was important for community empowerment.

Community members. From the focus group discussions during the
exchange workshop (women only, men only, mixed), participants arti-
culated their understandings of community empowerment and dis-
empowerment. When these exchange participants were asked about
their understanding of what elements and conditions were necessary for
a community to be considered empowered within the collaborative
timber management context, all groups (women only, men only, mixed)
responded that women must be involved. Similarly, all groups respon-
ded that a disempowered community lacked women’s participation and
equity in timber management. Overall, this collective perspective of
community members explicitly reported gender equity as an important
element and/or condition for a community to be empowered in the
context of collaborative timber management.

6. Discussion

Over a decade ago, Normative Instruction No 16/2011 outlined how
communities should engage with the Brazilian government to collabo-
ratively manage (co-manage) timber resources in Brazilian extractive
reserves. Our findings detail how women’s participation in timber co-
management unfolded in three such reserves under this legal frame-
work, which does not differentiate use rights by gender. Following, we
situate our data within larger discussions of gender equity, expanding on
conceptualizations of women’s empowerment (Fig. 1) and demon-
strating processes that led to women’s empowerment within this context
(Fig. 4).

6.1. Collaborative timber management, but women’s constrained
inclusion

When timber management in Brazilian extractive reserves shifted to
formalized collaborative efforts between government and communities,
partner NGOs working in Ituxi and Verde para Sempre began building
community capacity of a cadre of timber workers (Espada, 2021).

CAPACITY
COLLABORATIVE EMPOWERED TIMBER

TIMBER MANAGEMENT 2 WORKERS (MOSTLY MEN)

POWER
THROUGH

3 WOMEN IN
EMPOWERED STRATEGIC
WOMEN POSITIONS

ROLE MODELS

POWER
T0

Fig. 4. Representation of ‘power through’ and ‘power to’ empirically applied in
the context of collaborative timber management in three extractive reserves of
Brazilian Amazon. Green arrows highlight capacity building as a resource that
empowered timber workers. Yellow arrows highlight the process wherein
women associated with male timber workers were empowered through them.
Blue arrows highlight how women who were ‘empowered through’ could ex-
ercise their agency (power to) and achieve strategic positions in the community
timber projects, serving as role models and leading to more permanent levels of
women’s empowerment.

Source: authors’ elaboration.

Although men were the focus of targeted trainings, actual resource al-
locations were more broadly distributed because of internal NGO pol-
icies and/or donor requirements that women also participate in timber
meetings and capacity building (Torre et al., 2019). The logic of these
gendered mandates is supported by Elias et al. (2020) who found that
such NGO involvement in forest co-management meant greater collab-
oration between government staff and local people, including
forest-based women. Furthermore, in the Brazilian Amazon, Mello and
Schmink (2017) also cited NGOs as an important asset for women to
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succeed in forest-based economic activities. They reported that NGO
and/or church-based programs stepped up to support women-based
collective microenterprises, particularly when government programs
failed to address women’s needs. In our cases, while NGOs (and their
donors) had created some spaces for women to participate, they simul-
taneously reproduced social norms often seen in timber management,
“since timber was closely associated with men and forestry as a male
activity” (Arora-Jonsson, 2014, p. 300). Women were mostly assigned as
“cooks”, reflecting the prevailing perception that women’s roles were to
support male timber workers. Such external promotion of rural women,
both in its absence and presence, can be critical in supporting or
thwarting gender equity (Arora-Jonsson, 2014, 2013; Christie and Giri,
2011).

Community women were not only overlooked as timber workers in
operational harvest activities by NGOs, but also by government and by
community members, mainly because of normative values that perpet-
uated gendered divisions of labor and land use rights, as observed in
Yokying and Lambrecht (2020) and Nara et al. (2021). Traditional roles
of women as responsible for family care, household reproduction and
community activities played a major role in the actual allocation of re-
sources (de la Torre-Castro et al., 2017). In addition, we found that
community men made use of “overt strategies to discourage the
participation of women” (Evans et al., 2017, p. 44) to reinforce a social
construction that timber activities were for men, in which physical
strength was seen as central for successful logging (Colfer, 2021). This
discouragement discourse adopted by male community members was
echoed in women’s lack of confidence and identification (sense of
belonging) with timber management; some women adopted the same
discourse. Our data that captured women’s perceptions of their capa-
bilities revealed that timber field-based activities were predominantly
attributed to men. Discriminatory attitudes and practices rooted in
cultural norms (Coleman and Mwangi, 2013) and espoused in the timber
projects, may have undermined women’s role in timber decision-making
and use (Carr et al., 2021; Mashapa et al., 2020). We do not, however,
attribute male dominance of timber management to insecurity in men’s
traditional masculine identity in the forest sector, as might be expected
(Colfer, 2021; Evans et al., 2017). After all, community men accepted
women’s attendance in meetings with partner organizations and their
cooking roles in logging camps for the male timber workers. Further-
more, we did not observe any type of ostracism or sanctions at the
community level — by men or women — to those women that participated
in these activities, as documented in some studies (Elias et al., 2020;
Evans et al., 2017). Nonetheless, in all three reserves, women were
mostly excluded from key spaces that trained timber workers and made
decisions.

6.2. Empowered timber workers (mostly men)

Initial NGO expressions to include women as timber project partic-
ipants in some way helped stimulate an increased number of women
gaining access to decision-making and timber use. It did not, however,
necessarily shape the quality of this participation (Agarwal, 2010). In
the beginning, collaborative timber management did empower com-
munity members through capacity building, but mostly male members
(Fig. 4). Mostly men received training in reduced-impact logging (RIL), a
skillset considered central to operationalization of timber management
that also imparts critical spaces to build networks for future resource
claims and expectations. Thus, while RIL training was associated with
overall community empowerment (Hennink et al., 2012) as reported by
our research respondents, it mainly benefited and empowered the ma-
jority male timber work force.

Although women requested to participate in the timber management
process, they were largely assigned to passive participation (see more
about typology of participation in Agarwal, 2010, p. 101) as cooks and
as notetakers in decision-making meetings. Arora-Jonsson (2013)
observed that bringing women into existing structures and organizations
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(e.g., forest committees), rather than calling on both men and women to
rethink those structures and organizations (Agarwal, 2010), can
perpetuate gender disparities and reinforce privileges of
male-dominated timber production (Vazquez-Garcia and Ortega-Ortega,
2017):

“Women have often been expected to join organizations and
accommodate themselves to existing norms and structures rather
than that the structures be changed to accommodate their subjective
positions, needs and ideas to redress disadvantage” (Arora-Jonsson,
2013, p. 187).

Still, some women received training in administration, and a few
participated intermittently in RIL training, which provided some expo-
sure to timber management concepts and vocabulary. When women
joined such NGO activities (meetings, trainings), however, there was
tension related to what roles were appropriate for whom (Michalscheck
et al., 2020). Normative values influenced what women could access
(timber resources) and the roles (work in the timber projects) that they
could undertake (Basnett et al., 2017; de la Torre-Castro et al., 2017).

In our cases, partner organizations and community members alike,
both men and women, initially seemed to reinforce a social construction
that timber activities were for men. However, according to our obser-
vations and interviews, this tendency waned over time, as diverse roles
of women became more normalized, as also observed by Dugasseh et al.
(2021) in Northern Ghana community forests. We argue that in our
Brazilian cases, over time, some women also became empowered
‘through’ their association to male community members who were being
trained to be timber workers (Fig. 4).

6.3. Power through and power to: women’s empowerment in collaborative
timber management

Galie and Farnworth (2019) introduced the concept of ’power
through’ in their study of Syrian women who were individually
empowered by their association to male family members. ‘Power
through’ men with prestigious or influential assets occurred because the
broader community associated the characteristics of that male individ-
ual not only with him, but also with his family members, even if female.
We argue that in two of our three study cases, Ituxi and Verde para
Sempre, women were empowered by their association to male com-
munity members who were being trained to be timber workers. These
men were targeted for training (Fig. 4, green arrows) by external NGOs
that had technical knowledge and funding, which greatly increased
men’s knowledge of sustainable timber management and logging oper-
ations. Women associated with these male timber workers were seem-
ingly empowered temporarily in a process beyond the women’s personal
sphere. That is, these women attained ‘power through’ (Fig. 4, yellow
arrows) their association with male workers, initially by simply being
exposed to timber management conversations. In Chico Mendes, we did
not observe such empowerment processes. Indeed, no women from this
case were engaged at all with the community timber project (Table 1).

Galie and Farnworth (2019) noted that women empowered through
others also can lose their newly gained power if their associates lose
their assets in the view/opinion of their social group (i.e., family, local
community). That is to say, empowerment through someone else can
shift to an opposite direction, disempowered through. Alternatively, this
involuntary empowerment can provide preconditions to agentic forms
of future empowerment.

“Having a higher social status was considered to improve the ‘po-
tential’ scope of their future personal agency and therefore
empowerment. That is to say, women felt that an increase in their
social status through that of others enhanced their own ‘involuntary
empowerment’ because it created the preconditions for the enact-
ment of an agentic form of future personal empowerment” (Galie and
Farnworth, 2019, p. 15).
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We observed this phenomenon in our analysis. When women asso-
ciated with male timber workers through timber meetings, capacity
building activities, and/or family ties, opportunities emerged for them
to gain additional space in timber projects, even if just for short periods.
As these few women started to participate in these activities, space
opened for future claims and expectations, with some even gaining space
to receive intermittent RIL training. The small number of pioneer
women who were empowered through male timber workers managed to
both keep and improve their status, becoming female timber workers
who reached strategic administrative and logging coordinator positions
(Box 1). These women were able to capture resources and demonstrate
their assets to the timber management efforts in the view of male timber
workers, the whole community, the NGOs, and the government
(ICMBio).

6.4. Manejadora: a new cycle begins empowering other women

We observed then a secondary phenomenon when women who had
achieved strategic positions became role models, motivating other
women to participate in co-management of timber within their com-
munities. In South Asia, early women who participated in forest-focused
executive committees increased the likelihood that additional commu-
nity women would attend forest decision-making meetings, leading to
greater attendance rates and advancing to obtain critical mass (Agarwal,
2010). We found similar snowball effects. In 2019, a woman was
selected by both men and women to be the Ituxi logging operations
coordinator after almost five years of men dominating this strategic
position to plan and monitor logging operations and make forest man-
agement decisions. As found in Agarwal (2010) in South Asia, the
greater presence of women in Ituxi and Verde para Sempre
decision-making forums resulted in greater articulation of women’s
participation in collaborative timber management, not just nominally (i.
e., attending meetings, making notes, cooking) but effectively (i.e.,
having voice and influencing decisions). They became manejadoras (fe-
male timber workers) in their own right.

As these few pioneer women began to actively participate in decision
making, opportunities opened for women to advocate for women.
Increasingly, women joined timber projects in diverse positions, exer-
cising ‘power to’ (Fig. 4, blue arrows). For instance, a newly established
community-based cooperative in Verde para Sempre that aggregated
four communities to collaboratively manage timber boasted as many (or
more) women as men on its executive board and fiscal council. The
presidency and vice-presidency both were occupied by women. The dual
treasurer position was occupied by a man (primary) and a woman
(secondary), and both primary and secondary secretary positions were
occupied by women. Finally, the fiscal council was composed of six
community members - three were occupied by women.

In sum, these women demonstrated individual agency (‘power to’, as
well as alternative ways to attain empowerment in community forestry)
when normative values and their associated inequalities seemed to be a
consequence of preferential choices, rather than dictated by inequalities,
denial of alternatives, or denial of choice (Kabeer, 1999). In our case,
timber management had been considered an activity solely for men, who
were perceived uniquely to have the physical strength to develop the
resource (Colfer, 2021) or who had control over production tools
(Veuthey and Gerber, 2010). However, women can successfully carry
out these forestry activities side by side with men, as has been demon-
strated in practice (Espada and Vieira, 2019; Miranda et al., 2018) and
research (Andersson and Lidestav, 2016; Aziz et al., 2021). Finally, this
expansion of community-based timber management actors could have
further consequences. In Lithuania, Balezentis et al. (2021) found that
young women, versus young men, had a greater tendency to innovate
and expand their participation in activities beyond the traditional
agricultural domain, corroborating that women’s integration in both
land use and land use decision making can lead to innovation and sus-
tainable use of natural resources.
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7. Concluding remarks and guidance for multiple stakeholders

This study expands on Kabeer’s conceptualization of women’s
empowerment focused on resources, agency and achievements (Fig. 1),
detailing how ‘power through’, a new concept of women’s empower-
ment introduced by Galie and Farnworth (2019), operates and can lead
to more permanent levels of women’s empowerment. Although collab-
orative timber management can provide better opportunities for
women’s participation, it also unwittingly can reproduce normative
values that reinforce gender roles and inequalities in community
forestry, particularly in activities related to timber. Our findings un-
covered that NGOs’ capacity-building initiatives attempted to include
women in decision-making meetings and skills training early on, while
concurrently respecting and/or perhaps reinforcing, normative
gendered values. Additionally, local women did not initially exercise
their agency to decide what timber positions to assume, rather they were
assigned and accepted roles as notetakers and cooks. Normative values
associated with gender (e.g. men are stronger than women) were subtly
embedded in the actual allocation of resources, perpetuating
male-dominant capacity-building programs. Excluding women from
collaborative timber management in either decision-making and/or
direct use of timber resources makes overall outcomes worse for
everyone (Elias et al., 2020; Veuthey and Gerber, 2010). For instance,
the resistance applied by rural women’s organizations to commercial
logging in Cameroon forests allowed women’s appropriation of new
production tools usually dominated by men, promoting the conservation
of local tree species important for non-timber use (Veuthey and Gerber,
2010).

Government and NGOs should include women-orientated focus
groups discussions, not only for their valuable input, but also to generate
gender-disaggregated data to properly inform capacity-building pro-
grams formulation and implementation. Donors could include targeted
capacity-building resources focused on gender issues involving both
men and women from the communities, extension services, and poli-
cymakers. This has the potential to raise awareness about the normative
values that have perpetuated gender inequalities in community forestry.
However, these suggestions come with the resounding message that
inviting women to participate in decision making and skills training
should be accompanied with strategies to create conditions that allow
women to be truly included in these activities. This means creating basic
sustained support for transportation and childcare, as well as generating
conversations and perhaps incentives to reveal to their husbands and
local leadership that women’s participation is crucial for the betterment
of all involved. Addressing these conditions collectively and openly puts
the responsibility of women’s participation on individuals and groups
that often claim that women are not interested in participating in such
activities.

Empowering participation (Agarwal, 2010, 2001) of women in tim-
ber management rights would mean a transformative process and
achievement beyond purely breaking normative values that still
perpetuate gender inequalities in the forestry sector. Women in forestry
can do more influential activities, beyond their often-supportive roles to
men’s activities. Women can generate strategic managerial ideas, plan
and develop field-based activities, collaborate with partners organiza-
tions, negotiate among multisector stakeholders for the access and use of
timber resources, as well make critical decisions regarding the multiple
use of forests and forest lands. However, supporting such transformative
processes to empower women in community timber management will
require awareness of gender-based discriminatory attitudes and prac-
tices in forestry on the part of all actors involved, sensitivity of policy-
makers and extension services regarding local contexts and cultures, and
innovations in forest policy interventions in the world’s numerous
community forests.
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