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Brazil: Cooperativa Mista da Flona do 
Tapajós (COOMFLONA)
A successful community-based forest enterprise

by Shoana Humphries, Dárlison Andrade and David McGrath

In 2000, a change in the law in Brazil gave indigenous communities the right to live 
within public forests. This coincided with growing recognition that local communities 
are essential in managing forest resources to both conserve the forest and create local 
sources of income. The Mixed Cooperative of the Tapajós National Forest (Cooperativa 
Mista Verde da Flona do Tapajós or COOMFLONA) is a community-based forest 
cooperative that manages a large-scale forest enterprise in the Brazilian Amazon, 
run by and for local communities. COOMFLONA has obtained FSC certification 
while creating much-needed jobs and income for community members. This chapter 
describes how, despite facing many challenges related to leadership, financial viability 
and access to forest resources, COOMFLONA has found that partnerships with social 
movements, government agencies, NGOs and the local university have been essential 
to overcoming these obstacles.

4.1 Context in which COOMFLONA operates
4.1.1 The enabling environment 
Timber production is an important economic activity in the Amazon region. In the Brazilian 
Amazon, Pereira et al. (2010) estimate that the timber industry employed 203,705 people 
(or 2 per cent of the population) and generated US$2.48 million. While the volume of 
timber produced in the region is falling (47 per cent from 2004 to 2011) (Pereira et al., 
2010; SFB, 2013), selling timber remains an important economic activity for rural families 
and there is much concern over the role timber harvesting can play in making forests 
susceptible to forest fires and conversion for crops and pasture. Among the various 
strategies for controlling deforestation in the region is the government’s designation of 
public lands as conservation units and indigenous territories. According to Brazil’s Chico 
Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio, 2014), Brazil has 122 federal 
conservation units in the Amazon biome, of which 45 are extractive reserves (RESEX) and 
32 are national forests (FLONAs). The RESEXs are designed to promote the sustainable 
use of resources by local communities who have historically lived in the forests, while 
FLONAs are designed for the use and protection of forests through concessions to 
companies and communities.

The Tapajós National Forest is located in Brazil’s Amazon region in western Pará 
State along the eastern margin of the lower Tapajós River, mostly in the municipality of 
Belterra (Figure 4.1). Created in 1974, with approximately 527,000ha (IBAMA, 2004), 
this conservation unit contains a great diversity of landscapes, including more than 160 

4
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kilometres of shoreline, rivers, lakes, wetlands, upland forest, hills, plateaus, fields and açaí 
palm groves. Since before the creation of the FLONA, the area has also been home to 
the Munduruku indigenous group and traditional peoples; riverine families with their own 
culture and customs (IBAMA, 2004). These communities have a long history of making a 
living from various productive activities, principally subsistence agriculture, fishing, hunting, 
and the extraction of non-timber forest products, such as natural latex (‘cernambi’). Few 
income-generating activities exist in the region’s rural areas, and communities located in 
the municipality of Belterra were ranked very low in the 2010 United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) Human Development Index (66 out of 143 municipalities in Pará 
State) (UNDP et al., 2013). 

The Tapajós FLONA was created without the consultation or consent of the communities 
living in the area and in the 1980s and mid-1990s there were several initiatives to 
remove families who had arrived after the establishment of the FLONA (IBAMA, 2004). 
The communities initially resisted and organised themselves, with the help of the 
Catholic Church and the Union of Rural Workers of Santarém, into three intercommunity 
associations in 1994. However, after a few more years of discussions, a plebiscite was 
held in 1996 and they voted to be excised from the FLONA. Two proposals for this 
purpose were submitted to the national congress but were never presented for a vote, and 
were subsequently archived (IBAMA, 2004).

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, the context of the tenure situation changed. In 1997, 
community members signed an agreement with the government responsible for the 
management of the FLONA regarding use rights. In 2000, Brazil’s National System of 
Conservation Units Law (Law No. 9.985/2000) was passed, which provided the right 
for communities to live within public forests. This coincided with growing recognition of 
the need to involve local communities in managing forest resources as partners in both 
forest conservation and in creating local sources of income. Indeed, today the creation 
of conservation units is often done to resolve and/or avoid conflicts over land use, and to 
protect the rights of traditional families to live in and sustainably use forests.

Several projects implemented in the Tapajós National Forest in the late 1990s and early 
2000s also influenced the situation in the FLONA, including the ProManejo project 
(Project to Support Forest Management in the Amazon) and an experimental timber-
harvesting project financed by the International Tropical Timber Organisation (ITTO). The 
ProManejo project was part of the Pilot Project for the Protection of Tropical Forests 
in Brazil (PPG7) and in 1998 it began investing in the management of the Tapajós 
National Forest and in income-generation opportunities for families, such as small animal 
husbandry and small furniture workshops (ProManejo, 2006). From 1999–2002, the ITTO 
project tested the technical and financial feasibility of low-impact logging techniques in the 
Tapajós National Forest. This was the first experience in Brazil with a forest concession 
granted to a company to manage a public forest on a short-term, experimental basis. 
Local residents were indignant that a company was allowed to commercially harvest forest 
resources near their communities and began lobbying the agency managing the FLONA 
at the time (Brazilian Institute of the Environment and Renewable Natural Resources – 
IBAMA) to give this right to communities. 
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Source: ICMBio (2014)

Figure 4.1 Map of the Tapajós National Forest
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In 2003, IBAMA published Ordinance 40, which granted the three intercommunity 
associations the right to implement community forest management on an experimental 
basis in the FLONA Tapajós, and another plebiscite in the same year resulted in a majority 
vote for communities to stay in the FLONA (IBAMA, 2004). This led to the creation of 
the Mixed Cooperative of the Tapajós National Forest (Cooperativa Mista da Flona do 
Tapajós – COOMFLONA), and the Ambé forestry pilot project in 2005. The idea to form 
the cooperative was supported by community members, IBAMA staff and ProManejo 
consultants with whom they were collaborating to secure the communities’ rights to 
harvest timber in the FLONA. The three intercommunity associations also formed the 
Federation of Organisations and Traditional Communities of the Tapajós National Forest 
(Federação das Organizações e Comunidades Tradicionais da Floresta Nacional do 
Tapajós – FCFT) in 2004, which continues to serve as the organisational base of the 
cooperative. A total of 37,928ha in the FLONA, organised into two units of approximately 
equal size, were designated for community forest management. In 2005, COOMFLONA 
received authorization to harvest timber in 100 ha within one of the units of approximately 
19,000 ha (minus sensitive areas). The ProManejo project supported the first three annual 
harvests of timber (2005-2008).

After ten years of operation in the Tapajós National Forest, COOMFLONA is a model 
for community-based forest management in the Amazon region and an important 
global reference. It has faced many challenges over the years and responded in ways 
that can be instructive to others. It is also important to recognise the critical role that 
the cooperative’s many partners have had in helping COOMFLONA to address these 
challenges and grow. Finally, the fact that the cooperative operates in a highly bureaucratic 
system and is surrounded by illegal logging activities means that the cooperative still 
faces risks and cannot take its success for granted. Among its main challenges today are 
access to markets, access to forest resources (the excision of indigenous lands from the 
FLONA in 2012 reduced the total area designated for community forest management to 
13,000ha, not including 4,237ha for research), and protecting the financial integrity of the 
cooperative while responding to the many needs and demands of its members. 

4.1.2 The operating environment 
Brazil is a major producer, processor and consumer of timber, ranking among the top five 
countries for the production of wood fuel, industrial roundwood (logs), sawn wood and 
wood pulp (used mainly for paper products) (FAO, 2014). Within the tropical timber sector, 
Brazil is second (behind Indonesia) in terms of both tropical log production and tropical 
log consumption (ITTO, 2012). In 2011, 12.9 million m3 of logs from tropical natural forests 
were produced in Brazil’s Legal Amazon region, and this resulted in 5.9 million m3 of sawn 
wood (SFB, 2013). The Legal Amazon of Brazil includes eight states and part of a ninth 
state in the north of the country, and covers approximately 60 per cent of Brazil’s territory. 
The state of Pará, where COOMFLONA operates, produced 33 per cent of Brazil’s tropical 
roundwood in 2011 (SFB, 2013). 
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Tropical timber production in the Brazilian Amazon is a highly informal industry. In 2009, 
36 per cent of the tropical timber sold in Brazil was estimated to be illegal (Pereira et 
al., 2010). While illegal logging may result in a few trees removed per hectare, operators 
tend to be indiscriminate when it comes to minimum tree diameters (except for sawmill 
requirements) and leaving seed trees. In addition, illegal logging is often essentially 
theft from the government or local families. Among the factors contributing to the large 
proportion of illegal timber is the fact that very few landowners have a legal land title 
(Amaral et al., 2007) – an attempt to remedy this situation is the new Rural Environmental 
Registry (CAR), in which all rural properties must register by 2016 (Law No. 12.651/2012, 
Decree No. 8.235/2014). 

In addition, permission must be obtained for the legal sale and transport of timber 
through either a forest suppression permit or a sustainable forest management plan. The 
processes for both, especially the latter, are expensive, time consuming and technically 
demanding. Furthermore, illegal logging is more lucrative in the short term as is it is not 
constrained by the conservative rules for tree harvesting, including minimum tree-size 
diameters, the minimum number of seed trees to be left per species, nor by minimum wage 
legislation, safety regulations, or legal contracts with safeguards and fairly negotiated 
prices. As a result, legal operations such as COOMFLONA that pay fees and taxes and 
follow environmental and labour laws are at a disadvantage when competing with illegal 
loggers. On the other hand, as demand for timber with verified legal origin increases in 
importing countries such as the UK, which imported US$405 million of timber in 2011 
(SFB, 2013) demand for products from such operations may increase. The campaign by 
Greenpeace in 2014 which drew attention to the export of illegal timber to Europe by a 
timber company in Pará may help expedite this process (Greenpeace, 2014).

COOMFLONA has the only concession in a Brazilian national forest implemented by a 
cooperative. Operators in other national forests are industrial companies, despite the 
national government’s intention to have a part of each national forest managed by local 
community associations. COOMFLONA is also unique among Brazil’s community-based 
forest enterprises for its large contiguous annual harvest area (1,000ha in 2013 and 
1,600ha in 2014), its sale of logs from a central log patio1, and its employment of local 
people for field activities (e.g. tree inventories, felling trees, measuring logs). In fact, the 
cooperative’s timber and other productive activities have made it the principal source of 
employment for the communities in the FLONA (Andrade et al., 2014), with almost 100 
timber-related jobs created for local people in 2013. Other community forestry initiatives 
for timber production in Brazil are implemented in RESEXs, sustainable development 
reserves and in land reform settlements, and usually sell standing trees to companies who 
take over all technical activities related to timber extraction. 

1. A log patio is a space where logs are stored for longer periods of time, whereas a log deck is temporary log store.
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4.2 About COOMFLONA as a business
4.2.1 Vision
In 2005, residents of the Tapajós National Forest formed COOMFLONA with the 
vision of facilitating forest management and the sale of sustainably harvested timber. 
The ProManejo project financed the first three years of operating costs, including 
infrastructure, technical assistance, equipment, training, materials and other services. 
COOMFLONA has gradually increased its direct role in forest management activities 
and increased the size of its annual harvest area. COOMFLONA has also increased its 
membership over time, with new members applying to join each year. After almost 10 
years of strengthening its organisational and technical capacity, COOMFLONA achieved 
FSC certification for its timber production in 2013. 

The cooperative implements other initiatives as well aimed at creating additional jobs and 
income opportunities for cooperative members and other residents of the FLONA. In 2012 
it began restoring a carpentry workshop in one of the communities which was originally 
installed by the ProManejo project, and in 2013 it began using a portable sawmill (also 
obtained from the ProManejo project) to saw large branches and parts of tree trunks 
(residues from logging) into boards to supply the carpentry workshop. These initiatives fall 
under the purview of the COOMFLONA technical and operational team. The cooperative 
also assists community members in the production and sale of natural latex and latex 
products, medicinal oils and seeds, and recently opened a store in Santarém (in front of its 
main office) to sell finished products including doors, furniture and crafts (see photos). It is 
also working with external partners and communities to develop community-based tourism 
activities in the FLONA. 

COOMFLONA field camp in the Tapajós National Forest
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Store run by COOMFLONA in the city of Santarém

With few exceptions, the staff and temporary workers are from the communities in the 
FLONA and are members of the cooperative. There are currently 212 members, and 
approximately 96 were directly involved in forest management in 2013 (26 permanent 
staff and 70 temporary workers). The number has increased since 2004 based on the 
number of workers needed. Requirements for joining the cooperative include being 
at least 18 years of age, attending a course on cooperatives, being from a traditional 
family living in the FLONA, being a member of one of the two remaining intercommunity 
associations in the FLONA (see Section 3.4.1 for information on the removal of the third 
intercommunity association from the FLONA). In addition to being eligible to work in the 
timber operation, members also benefit by being able to decide how to allocate 20 per 
cent of the cooperative’s profit, which is often paid out as a type of dividend. ICMBio staff 
estimate the cooperative provides direct and indirect benefits to about one quarter of the 
population of the FLONA.

The annual area and timber volume harvested have increased since the initial harvest in 
2006 of 100ha to 1000ha in 2010 (Figure 4.2). The annual harvest area is expected to 
increase to 1600 ha in 2014 (the annual harvest area size for 2015 forward is currently 
under discussion). In 2013, COOMFLONA sold 22,023m3 of logs at a central log patio 
through an auction (Figure 4.2). The average volume extracted was 22m³/ha-1 over 
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1,000ha; this is well below the legal limit in Pará of 30m³/ha-1 for a 35-year harvest cycle, 
but double what many Community Forest Enterprises (CFEs) harvest in the region (see 
Humphries et al., 2012; Medina and Pokorny, 2014). The difference in the volume approved 
and volume sold can be due to many factors, including the selection of trees for felling 
that are later found to be unsuitable (e.g. hollow), delays in the authorisation of harvest 
activities (tree harvest and transport must be completed before the rainy season begins), 
and the early onset of the rainy season.

Figure 4.2 Volume of timber authorised and harvested (m3) and area (ha) 
of annual harvest per year

Source: COOMFLONA and ICMBio

The species sold include more valuable hardwoods and other lighter woods. Some 
hardwoods (e.g. ipé, Spanish cedar) can be sold for prices several times higher than 
other ‘high value’ species, but after some experimentation with selling wood in different 
price classes, the cooperative decided to sell all species together for one minimum price, 
which was R$230/m-3 in 2013 (US$106.73). Up to the 2013 harvest, the cooperative 
sold timber to the same local sawmill, with one additional buyer for the 2012 harvest (see 
Section 3.5.2 on the challenges to date of cultivating more buyers). For the 2012 timber 
harvest, COOMFLONA allowed another buyer to purchase part of its timber, but that buyer 
complained that the best logs were going to the other buyer. The cooperative decided to 
sell all the timber to only one buyer for the 2013 harvest, and to continue considering other 
options in the future. With FSC certification, the cooperative is hoping to attract buyers 
from the national and international markets. Currently the high-value hardwood species are 
processed into boards and/or finished products (e.g. for flooring or furniture) in Brazil and 
exported to Europe and the US. The other species supply national and local markets in 
various forms (such as boards for construction, plywood or furniture).

Analyses by Humphries et al. (2012) and Medina and Pokorny (2011, 2014) found positive 
rates of return on timber for COOMFLONA based on data for the second harvest in 2007 
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of 300ha. Humphries et al. (2012) found a 12 per cent rate of return under the scenario 
that the temporary workers were paid based only on days worked rather than the actual 
situation of being paid monthly salaries. Medina and Pokorny (2011, 2014) took estimated 
costs for 100ha (also multiplying daily rates by days worked instead of using monthly 
salaries) and multiplied them by 10 to get the estimated cost for 1,000ha which was the 
target annual harvest area at the time, and estimated an 80 per cent rate of return. In 
more recent analyses, a financial evaluation of COOMFLONA’s sixth harvest (2011) found 
a profit of R$1.6 million (US$911,264) and a rate of return of 132 per cent, after including 
all operating costs for harvesting and transporting logs to the central log patio (Humphries 
et al., forthcoming). 

As mentioned, the cooperative supports many productive activities with its timber income, 
so the annual profitability of the cooperative as a whole is less than its profit from timber. 
The cooperative’s overall profit was calculated to be R$460,000 for 2011, which indicates 
it may have used approximately R$1 million to support other activities and/or to reinvest 
in its timber operation. But there was no thorough analysis of the use of COOMFLONA’s 
timber income in 2011. The most recent profit estimate by COOMFLONA’s accounting 
team was R$610,041 in 2013 (see Section 3.3 for more information on the cooperative’s 
accounting system and how it allocates profit among different funds). 

4.2.2 Business inputs
As previously mentioned, COOMFLONA received financial assistance for its first three 
years of operation (2005 to 2007) from the ProManejo project, a programme of the 
Pilot Project for the Protection of Tropical Forests in Brazil (PPG7), which was funded by 
Germany, the European Union, the UK, the Netherlands, USA, France, Italy and Russia 
(ProManejo, 2006). It saved income from its first three timber sales to build the capital it 
would need to operate independently. It had some financial difficulties in 2007/8 due to 
mismanagement, and received financial assistance from another internationally funded 
project, Floresta em Pé, in 2008. Since 2009, it has operated using primarily its own 
capital. However, it still receives subsidised inputs in the form of workshops and trainings 
offered as part of projects, a subsidised fee offered by the Tropical Forest Institute (IFT) 
for the use of a skidder, and financial assistance for preparing and paying for certification 
from The Amazon Alternative (TAA) Project and certification body the Institute of 
Agricultural and Forest Management and Certification (IMAFLORA) respectively.

The cooperative’s access to the FLONA for timber production is in the form of a non-
onerous concession, which exempts the cooperative from paying a set fee per cubic metre 
of timber harvested. This represents a significant subsidy from the government. Permission 
to harvest timber was obtained through submission of a sustainable forest management 
plan to IBAMA in 2005 (which was updated in 2013), as well as an annual operating plan, 
which details the specific trees to be felled and all related management activities for the 
year. It is anticipated that ICMBio will take over approval of management plans in the near 
future (2016). In addition, the cooperative must register its timber credits (received with the 
approval of the annual operating plan) in IBAMA’s documentation of forest origin system 
(Sistema DOF) to facilitate the transport of its roundwood to saw mills.
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4.2.3 Main activities
COOMFLONA is an officially-registered cooperative and its timber production activities 
include pre-harvest activities (inventories, preparation of annual operating plans, planning 
of trails for log removal, road and patio construction); tree felling and transportation to a log 
patio in the forest with a skidder (a modified tractor or other heavy machinery that can pull 
a log from the forest); log measurement; loading and transportation of logs to a central log 
patio near the road with a truck; and cutting logs to a specific length for buyers (see photos 
and Table 4.1). COOMFLONA employed approximately 96 people in 2013 in positions 
related to timber production and administration of the cooperative. Buyers transport the 
logs from the FLONA to their processing facilities, and then either export the sawn wood of 
higher-value species or sell it to domestic secondary processing plants, which export final 
products (see Figure 4.3). The remainder is sold in local or national markets.

4.2.4 Technology
Before the beginning of the field season, COOMFLONA holds a members’ assembly to 
discuss plans for timber-harvesting activities. Any changes, such as increases in the size of 
the annual harvest unit, are discussed and agreed upon in the assembly.

To complete the timber harvest-related activities (Table 4.1), COOMFLONA uses techniques 
that are required either by law and/or by the FSC certification standards. The specific 
reference for the FSC standards is FSC-STD-BRA-03-2013 V3-1 PT – FSC Standards 
for Small Scale and Low Intensity Forest Management (SLIMF) (Padrão de Certificação 
do FSC para o Manejo Florestal em Pequena Escala e de Baixa Intensidade). Brazilian 
legislation requires a one hundred per cent inventory of trees above a certain size and 
reduced impact logging techniques, which include methods for planning harvesting and 
log removal that aim to minimise environmental impacts. The FSC standards go beyond 
legislation in several ways, e.g. requiring a demonstration of the financial viability of the 
operation and the resolution of any social conflicts related to forest management activities.

4.2.5 Business partners 
The cooperative’s only business partners for timber production are related to machinery 
rental. These include local businesses as well as the non-profit organisation IFT, which 
rents a skidder to the cooperative at a greatly reduced price (R$72/hour instead of 
R$350/hour). IFT received funds to purchase the skidder from a private foundation in the 
US to use in its work to support community forest management. When funding to continue 
those efforts ended, IFT decided to lease the skidder to COOMFLONA at cost i.e. only 
charging them the value of annual depreciation and maintenance.

4.2.6 Customer groups and product types
Pereira et al. (2010) identified 31 processing companies in the Santarém region who 
produced 96,000m3 of processed wood in 2009. The same study found that 60 per 
cent of timber sold in the state is obtained from third parties, including 28 per cent from 
smallholder lands (holdings of less than 500ha). High-value tropical timber is usually 
exported as lumber or finished products (e.g. flooring, furniture or musical instruments), 
while lower-value species are used for construction and furniture in domestic markets. 
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Activity Description Number of workers

Administration (permanent employees)

Administration Leadership of the cooperative, planning and 
supervision of all timber-related activities and 
general support (including the leadership 
committee, other committee members, 
technical staff, accounting staff, lawyer, drivers, 
maintenance staff, cooks, guards)

26

Field activities (temporary workers)

Inventories Demarcation of the area to be inventoried; 
identification, measurement, tagging and 
notation of trees; cutting vines from trees of 
commercial species and with minimum diameter 

14

Planning of roads and 
log decks/patios

Identification of where roads and log decks 
will be sited; processing of inventory data; 
preparation and submission of the annual 
operating plan; road and patio construction

5

Road and patio 
construction

Use of machinery to open roads and log patios/
decks

1 (+ external 
machinery operators)

Tree felling Once authorisation for harvest is received and 
the sale of the trees is negotiated, the trees are 
felled

10

Planning trails for 
removing logs

Identification of paths (‘skid trails’) for tree 
removal that will cause the least environmental 
damage and be cost effective

5

Log removal (‘skidding’) The transport of trees from where they were 
felled to a temporary log deck with a tractor 
modified for this purpose (‘skidder’)

6

Log measurement The measurement of the trees at the temporary 
log decks

14

Log loading and 
transport

The loading, transport, and unloading of logs to 
a central log patio where the buyer will retrieve 
them

1 (+ external 
machinery operators)

Field support activities Food preparation; cleaning; transportation; 
inventories

14

Subtotal 96

Table 4.1 Activities related to timber harvesting and the number of 
workers involved
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At the level of Pará State, in 2009 there were 1,067 processing facilities who sold 2.55 
million m3 of processed timber products, of which 80 per cent was sold as sawn wood, 
8 per cent as finished products (e.g. doors, windows and floors), and 12 per cent as 
laminated panels or plywood (Pereira et al., 2010).

In future, the cooperative plans to install a large capacity permanent sawmill. This will 
allow the cooperative to provide more jobs and capture more value from its timber through 
the sale of sawn wood or dimensional lumber, potentially in more lucrative national and 
international markets. 

4.2.7 Differentiation in the market place
Timber offered by COOMFLONA is differentiated by its verifiable legal source, in that it comes 
from a cooperative-run operation whose employees are almost entirely local community 
members, and that it is FSC certified. Products made entirely from the cooperative’s wood, 
such as doors and furniture, would qualify to use the FSC’s new community origin label, as 
long as the processing facility has FSC chain-of-custody certification (the small furniture 
workshops run by COOMFLONA do not have this yet). The buyers of COOMFLONA’s wood 
up to the 2013 harvest were not FSC chain-of-custody certified.

(Left to right) Tree felling; transporting logs to a temporary log patio; loading logs for transport 
to the central log patio; logs in central log patio.
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4.3 Who controls COOMFLONA?
4.3.1 Origin of the value proposition
The discussion about establishing a community-based forestry initiative in the Tapajós 
National Forest began when communities complained of timber harvesting by outsiders 
during the ITTO project and proposed a project involving local community members in 
sustainable timber harvesting. In addition, a technical team of the ProManejo project lent 
support to the proposal for a community forestry initiative in the FLONA after visiting 
community forestry enterprises in Mexico (Medina and Pokorny, 2014). In the end, local 
community pressure and support from the ProManejo project and IBAMA (the government 
agency in charge of the forest at the time) led to the formation of the cooperative and its 
initiation of forest management activities and commercial timber production in 2005.

4.3.2 Control over forest resource access
In 2007, the Chico Mendes Institute for Biodiversity Conservation (ICMBio) was created 
(Law No. 11.516/2007) to manage federal conservation units, including national forests 
and extractive reserves. At this time, the administration of the Tapajós National Forest 
was transferred from IBAMA to ICMBio. However, IBAMA has maintained authority over 
resource management activities within national forests, including timber harvesting (though 
it is anticipated this will be transferred to ICMBio in the near future). The FCFT has a 
concession from ICMBio to use part of the FLONA for timber production (approximately 
19,000ha), which provides the legal basis for COOMFLONA’s management of the forest, 
and COOMFLONA had authorisation from IBAMA (based on an annual operating plan) to 
harvest timber in 1,600ha in 2014. The process to obtain authorisation to harvest timber 
is regulated by Resolution No. 406, National Congress of the Environment (Congreso 
Nacional del Medio Ambiente, CONAMA), 02 February 2009. The process to obtain 
authorisation to transport timber is covered by Normative Instruction No. 21, IBAMA, 26 
December 2013. (The original plan was to authorise a second area of almost 19,000ha 
after harvesting in the first area was complete, but see Section 4.4 for recent changes in 
the area of COOMFLONA’s forest concession.) 

4.3.3 Control of the business
COOMFLONA is controlled by its members through an assembly. Membership was 
originally offered in 2005 to 24 members of the three intercommunity associations (8 
members per association). This was based on the amount that ProManejo could invest as 
start-up capital for the cooperative of R$200,000, and the estimation that each member 
would receive 85 quotas or shares with a value of R$10 each. The number of members 
increased to 62 in 2009, and reached 212 in 2014. New members are expected to pay 10 
quotas of R$10 each within the first year of membership. Members have the right to work 
for and to receive a share of the cooperative’s profit. Membership requirements and rules 
are defined in the statutes of the cooperative. 

The cooperative is managed on a daily basis by the elected leadership committee, which 
includes a president, vice-president, treasurer, vice-treasurer, secretary and vice- secretary 
who work full time for the cooperative (Figure 4.4). The leadership committee is assisted 
by environmental and/or forest engineers and a part-time lawyer who together form the 
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technical and legal assistance team, and two or three cooperative members who form 
a financial committee. The leadership committee also works with the marketing and 
sales coordinator, the technical and operations coordination team and the financial and 
administrative assistance team. Only five permanent staff members who work in the 
technical and legal assistance and the administration and finance assistance teams are 
not members of the cooperative. Outside organisations who worked with COOMFLONA 
in 2014 included ICMBio and IBAMA from the government (who provide assistance and 
ensure compliance with laws and regulations) and the non-governmental organisations 
IFT, the Federal University of Western Pará (UFOPA) and the International Institute of 
Education in Brazil (IEB) (who provide technical and organisational assistance).

Women made up only 14 per cent of cooperative members in 2014, and have comprised 
a small proportion of the workers involved in timber production activities. In the same 
year, the cooperative employed five women in the main office (one non-member), three 
on the financial audit committee, and six in the field camp (e.g. as cooks, cleaners and 
administrators). No women performed tasks in the forest, although two women who had 
previously worked as forest technicians switched to administrative roles in the main office 
in 2013 (one as secretary of the cooperative and one as assistant coordinator of non-
timber forest products). 

The main source of income for the cooperative is timber. The administration and finance 
team is responsible for day-to-day accounting. At the general assembly, held during the 
first three months of the year, the financial information for the previous year is presented 
and validated by the finance committee. In addition, members can ask to see the 
accounting records at any time. After accounting for all of the cooperative’s expenditure 
(including for activities related to developing non-timber forest products and tourism), profit 
is allocated as follows: legal reserve (10 per cent); investment fund (45 per cent); a fund 
to help communities (15 per cent); healthcare fund (5 per cent); social, educational and 
technical assistance fund for cooperative members’ education and training (5 per cent); 
and a fund which cooperative members decide how to allocate (20 per cent; this money is 
often paid in cash in equal shares to cooperative members, like a dividend). 

4.3.4 Staff selection and roles
Before the beginning of field activities, representatives of the leadership and technical 
committees meet with representatives of the intercommunity associations to decide how 
to divide the jobs evenly among the association members. The members are then assigned 
to specific work teams, based on their experience and knowledge, and receive additional 
training as necessary. 

The cooperative tries to spread out employment opportunities among families, and in 
cases where more than one family member is a cooperative member the family must 
decide who will work. The choice is usually for the male family member to work, as their 
earning potential is usually higher than for women. Two notable exceptions are two women 
who worked as forestry technicians before moving on to occupy the posts secretary of 
the cooperative (part of the leadership committee) and assistant coordinator of non-timber 
forest products (part of the technical team).
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4.3.5 Delivery options
COOMFLONA does not have the capacity to deliver the logs to the buyer, and has passed 
this responsibility and cost to the buyer.

4.3.6 Customer research
Tropical hardwoods are in higher demand and command higher prices than lighter wood 
species, and a subset of hardwoods can sell for very high prices. When the cooperative’s 
annual operating plan is approved, the director of marketing distributes a list containing 
the volume of trees by species authorised for harvest to potential buyers in local, state and 
national markets. The cooperative completes the sale of the logs before harvesting begins, 
which ensures that only trees that will be purchased are felled. 

For the 2013 harvest, instead of allowing different buyers to purchase specific species 
at differentiated prices, the cooperative decided to offer all of its timber in bulk for one 
price per cubic metre of wood. This decision was made after issues with the 2012 harvest 
when one of the two buyers complained that the other buyer had received higher-quality 
logs, and after calculating the potential savings from not separating logs in the log patio 
into value classes. In addition, the cooperative is hoping to capture greater value for its 
timber resources through FSC certification and through primary processing with its own 
permanent sawmill in the next few years.

Figure 4.4 Organisational chart of COOMFLONA and its main partners

Adapted version of an organizational chart developed by Coomflona
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4.3.7 Promotion and marketing
The director of marketing and the leadership committee promote the cooperative’s 
timber products through various means: posting the list of species and volumes approved 
for harvest on a local municipality’s blogspot, delivering the list to potential buyers and 
promoting the timber auction via the local newspaper and radio stations. Promotion is 
limited to letting the potential buyers know about the auction, but no further work is done 
to promote the product to others (their buyer undertakes his own promotion and has his 
own network of clients that he will sell primary processed products to).

4.4 How has COOMFLONA overcome key challenges?
4.4.1 Challenges relating to the value proposition
The key challenges for COOMFLONA in establishing and developing its community-based 
forest enterprise have been obtaining the legal right to manage the forest, ensuring the 
financial viability of the cooperative and maintaining access to forest resources. In facing 
all of these challenges, partnerships with government and non-governmental organisations 
and strong internal leadership have been essential. 

Regarding key financial challenges to keeping the business in operation, in 2008, the 
cooperative’s president began distancing the cooperative from its government and non-
governmental collaborators. Local IBAMA representatives were very concerned about 
how the cooperative was managing ProManejo project funds, and there were rumours 
COOMFLONA was going to lose its forest-use concession. A sufficient number of 
cooperative members supported a mid-term election and a new president was elected by 
a small margin. It was discovered that the cooperative had not only spent the capital it had 
saved from the first three timber sales, but had also accumulated approximately R$180,000 
in debt according to the person who was elected to replace the president in the mid-term 
election in 2008. COOMFLONA’s new leadership secured financial assistance from the 
Floresta em Pé project for the 2008 harvest season, and scaled back expenses; after a few 
years it was able to pay off the debt and rebuild the cooperative’s capital. 

There have also been two major conflicts over land since the use concession was granted 
to the Federation of Intercommunity Associations in 2003. The first had major financial 
repercussions, and the second significantly reduced COOMFLONA’s forest access. First, 
in 2012, after years of discussion and previous efforts, four communities that belonged 
to one of the intercommunal associations were excised from the Tapajós National Forest 
(these communities were not traditional families). This meant they could no longer be 
cooperative members and this reduced the number of intercommunal associations in the 
FLONA from three to two. As compensation for being expelled from the cooperative, in 2013 
COOMFLONA paid 55 members a sum of R$550,000 (US$255,475). This was a significant 
and unexpected financial burden, but resolved a long-standing conflict within the FLONA. 
Second, in 2010 three communities self-identified as indigenous and claimed an area within 
the FLONA designated for community forest management of approximately 20,700ha. Their 
claim for territory was acknowledged in 2012 and ICMBio received a recommendation from 
the Federal Prosecutor’s Office to discontinue allowing timber harvesting in the disputed area. 
The repercussions for COOMFLONA are discussed in Section 3.4.2. 
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4.4.2 Overcoming legal challenges
COOMFLONA has worked closely with IBAMA and ICMBio to ensure compliance with 
all legal requirements and to resolve issues related to resource access and financial 
challenges. The cooperative has faced two major issues related to resource access. The 
first major resource access issue was the legal right of communities living in the FLONA 
to manage the forest. This right was granted to the communities of the Tapajós National 
Forest in 2003 (Ordinance 40, IBAMA). 

The second major resource-access challenge was when three communities self-identified 
themselves as indigenous and requested that the forests they traditionally used were 
removed from the area that COOMFLONA manages for timber. This reduced the total 
area within the FLONA designated for community forest management from 38,000ha to 
approximately 17,000ha: the first unit was reduced from 19,001ha to 11,576ha and the 
second unit was reduced from 18,927ha to 5,661 ha. 

COOMFLONA will complete its last harvest in the first unit in 2014, and is in the process 
of obtaining authorisation to harvest the second unit, which now has only enough land to 
support timber harvests for 2015 and 2016. It is currently working with ICMBio to receive 
authorisation for a completely new area of approximately 79,000ha which, as a less 
ecologically sensitive area, is expected to provide 75,000ha (Figure 4.1). This will mean 
new investments in infrastructure, as the current field facilities (canteen, sleeping quarters, 
storage buildings and field office) are far from the new area. This will be an additional 
financial burden, but will strengthen the cooperative’s access to resources. 

4.4.3 Overcoming ownership and benefit-sharing challenges
Employment opportunities are spread evenly among the 21 communities that participate 
in the cooperative. The communities are represented by two intercommunity associations: 
one association represents 14 communities and the other represents seven. The 
cooperative has clear guidelines for the allocation of profit, and any changes must be 
proposed, discussed and approved in the annual assembly. 

4.4.4 Overcoming labour challenges
Sustainable selective logging of tropical forests is a highly technical and dangerous 
activity. It requires a great deal of training and teamwork. COOMFLONA received 
considerable financial assistance from the ProManejo project for training and staff during 
the first few years of operation. Training was provided by IFT, which specialises in tropical 
forestry planning and harvesting operations, and from the UFOPA regarding inventories 
of commercial species and, beginning in 2011, with the processing of large branches into 
rough lumber. Training in basic technology was an important part of this process, as many 
of the original workers had no previous experience with mobile phones or computers. 

Today, the cooperative has a capital reserve that covers its operating costs (though it 
still benefits from some subsidies) and its more experienced staff train new workers 
(for example, they took extra work teams to the field for on-the-job training in 2013 in 
preparation for the larger annual harvest unit in 2014). The cooperative recognises the 
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importance of bringing young people into the cooperative and investing in their education 
and training. To underscore this point, the former cooperative president noted in an 
interview that he and many of the workers were in their 40s when the project started, and 
they no longer have the physical capacity to fell big trees.

4.4.5 Overcoming delivery challenges
COOMFLONA delivers logs to a central log patio within the FLONA, where the company 
who purchases the logs retrieves them. Only two delivery problems to date were identified. 
In one case, some logs were cut shorter than the buyer had specified. The problem 
was resolved quickly and follow-up training was carried out. Second, in 2013, as noted 
earlier, when the logs from the 2012 harvest were divided and sold to two buyers, one 
buyer complained that the best logs had been allocated to the other buyer. In this case, 
COOMFLONA decided to return to selling all of the timber as a package deal to avoid this 
problem in the future. 

4.4.6 Overcoming marketing challenges
COOMFLONA staff report that the key to keeping customers happy is to immediately 
respond to their concerns and to correct any mistakes with additional training as soon as 
possible. For example, when the problem regarding the short logs occurred, the president 
of the cooperative immediately took responsibility for the problem and went to the field to 
ensure workers understood the dimensions that had been requested and were correctly 
measuring logs. As a result of their efforts, the same buyer has returned every year.

Prior to 2013, COOMFLONA did little to distinguish its products. This is now changing, 
since COOMFLONA earned FSC certification in 2013. The FSC Brazil office is helping to 
promote timber from COOMFLONA as having the added value of being not only certified, 
but also from a community-based forest enterprise. Given the tough competition in the 
tropical timber market, the hope is that the relatively small volume of wood products from 
an FSC-certified community forest will appeal to organisers of special events, such as the 
organising committee for the 2016 Olympic Games in Brazil.

4.5 Key lessons
4.5.1 Keeping down costs
A recent study (Humphries et al., forthcoming) undertaken with COOMFLONA staff 
and partners found the total cost of production for the 2011 harvest was R$1.28 million 
(US$689,741). Materials and services were over half of the total costs (57 per cent), 
followed by labour (37 per cent) and machinery and equipment (6 per cent). Administrative 
costs were high (33 per cent), and the most costly field activity was loading and 
transporting logs from the forest to the central patio (30 per cent).

The cooperative has implemented many measures for reducing costs. First, in the first 
few years of operation, temporary workers were paid set wages for each 25-day period 
they spent at the field camp, whether they worked every day or not. In order to make 
labour more efficient in terms of time and to reduce total costs (e.g. food, fuel), this was 
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changed to a system of payment based on production. For example, for the activity tree 
felling, workers are paid based on the number of trees they fell, not how many days they 
work. If they finish the job quickly, they receive the same pay and can return home to do 
other productive activities, while consuming less food in the field camp and decreasing 
transportation costs. In addition, the cooperative offers bonuses to independently 
contracted machinery operators as an incentive to finish their work as quickly as possible.

The cooperative has taken steps to reduce administrative costs, as well. For example, 
a bid system is used for the purchase of materials (e.g. fuel, food) and services (heavy 
machinery), and contracts are awarded to the lowest bidders. In addition, the cooperative 
staff agreed to maintain 2013 salary rates for 2014. 

One of the problems in keeping costs down is that COOMFLONA uses the heavy 
machinery it rents for maintaining logging roads to help maintain the roads for the 
communities within the FLONA. This is a significant benefit to the communities, but 
represents a large expense for COOMFLONA, which comes out of the cooperative’s 
reinvestment fund, not the community or profit-sharing funds.

4.5.2 Retaining customers and willingness to pay
To date, COOMFLONA has had a very limited customer base for several reasons. Its first 
three annual production areas (100 to 500ha) and volumes were quite small. This and 
the high costs of transporting logs from the FLONA to processing facilities limited the 
financial attractiveness of its timber sales. In addition, in order to maximise transparency 
and to encourage competition, COOMFLONA used an auction system that required the 
receipt of bids before a certain date. The common perception among COOMFLONA and 
local government agency staff is that few timber companies in the surrounding region 
meet the legal qualifications (including being up-to-date on all relevant income and 
labour taxes) to participate in an auction of logs harvested from a national forest. The 
bureaucracy involved in participating in the auction also further discourages participation. 
In retrospect, this sales method has had the adverse effect of minimising competition, 
with one buyer setting the price for all but one of the last eight harvests. As a result, the 
cooperative decided to consider other methods for timber sales for 2014, such as direct 
negotiation with buyers. Recent increases in its annual harvest area and volume, FSC 
certification, and the increased efforts of the government to crack down on illegal timber 
sources will likely increase the number of buyers interested in COOMFLONA’s timber and 
improve prices in the future. 

4.5.3 Success factors
COOMFLONA staff members report that the cooperative’s success to date is due in 
large part to the strong organisational and financial operating bases it has built with the 
help of its partners. An early partnership with the local workers’ union helped form and 
strengthen the intercommunity associations as well as the cooperative. Several partners 
have helped the cooperative access funds and lower costs. Government agencies, 
including IBAMA, ICMBio and the Brazilian Forest Service (SFB) have helped channel 
funds to the cooperative from projects (including both the ProManejo and Floresta em 
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Pé projects). The local university (UFOPA) and NGOs (IFT, IEB, Earth Innovation Institute) 
have offered training at reduced or no cost. Finally, the staff at IBAMA and ICMBio have 
helped COOMFLONA navigate the complex bureaucracy for obtaining authorisation to 
manage part of the Tapajós National Forest, and helped manage internal conflicts (such 
as the association that left the cooperative in 2012). Other important factors include the 
abundance of commercial timber species in the forest; the relatively large production area 
and volume in recent years; an effort to continuously create new sources of jobs within the 
FLONA, which helps maintain community support; and reinvesting in the cooperative itself 
in terms of training, infrastructure and equipment.

Other observations by COOMFLONA staff include the importance of avoiding the ‘patrão’ 
system (where specific people become entrenched as leaders) by constantly investing in 
the new leaders of tomorrow and by changing leadership every three years. Indeed, the 
strong focus on building human resources within the cooperative is notable, and several 
members of the Leadership Committee are continuing their education at local institutions 
in the evenings.

With a new, larger area for forest management and timber production expected and its 
investments to date in infrastructure, leadership and worker capacity, COOMFLONA is 
poised to consolidate a long-term, sustainable forestry operation. However, it still faces 
risks associated with forest resources (the income-generation potential of the new area 
remains to be seen), bureaucracy and social conflicts. COOMFLONA will need to continue 
to learn, reflect and improve as an organisation, and to maintain good relationships with 
partners to ensure its long-term success.

In considering COOMFLONA as a model for the region, it is notable that cooperative 
members are currently working in collaboration with ICMBio and UFOPA to prepare a 
new cooperative in the neighbouring Tapajós-Arapiuns Extractive Reserve to manage 
their forest area and produce timber for commercial markets. This is a marked contrast 
to the initiation of forest management by COOMFLONA, and will be an important test of 
replicability of the COOMFLONA model with markedly less initial investment and the use 
of local experts and technical teams instead of people from outside the region.
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Human populations and economies are growing in a finite planetary environment. Combining 
equitable human development and environmental protection is therefore an ever more pressing 
challenge. Within that broad context, there are increasing overlapping claims on forest land. 
It is not enough that forests are protected for their biodiverse ecological integrity on which 
the climatic future of the global public depends. Forests must also cater to the multiple more 
immediate needs of almost 1.3 billion local forest-farm producers who live in or next to forests 
and derive food, fuel, construction materials, water flows and a host of other diversified 
medicinal, cosmetic and craft products that help them survive and adapt to climate change. 

Reconciling the overlapping claims on forests of these ‘right-holders’ is best handled 
democratically. Democratising forest governance has therefore long been on the forest agenda. 
But the conventional architecture of business has largely escaped democratic scrutiny – despite 
its lamentable track record of reconciling human development with environmental protection. 

This book is a very partial compendium comprising 19 more democratic business model cases 
from 14 countries across Africa, Asia and Latin America that have a better track record. Each 
model to some extent replaces the conventional business paradigm of ‘capital seeking natural 
resources and needing cheap local labour’ with ‘local rights-holders managing natural resources 
and seeking capital’. Understanding how these cases have succeeded (or at least survived) 
is critical if we are scale-up models of business that deliver equitable human development 
and environmental protection together. Each case study therefore explores the origins of the 
business model, how their value-chain activities are structured, how democratic control and 
benefit distribution was organised, and what lessons were learned along the way. 

Can democratic forms of business that cater to the full range of economic social and 
environmental interests of their members, compete in the modern market economy? This 
compendium makes the case that they can, and indeed must, if we are to reconcile equitable 
human development with environmental protection. So the emerging lessons on how to 
organise and scale-up a process of democratising forest business have global relevance.
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