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Introduction
The 2001 French forest policy pointed out sus-
tainable and multifunctional forest management: 
two catchwords in which appeal to society. The 
same law recognized the social value of forests 
for recreation and nature tourism: “to satisfy so-
cial requests related to the forest”. However, what 
do we mean by ‘social demand’ related to the for-
est? Which place is really made for society, visi-
tors and recreation in France? The role of the in-
dividuals, the importance of the forest for them, 
needs to be questioned. It is essential to approach 
the ‘social’ component in a comprehensive way.

This knowledge exists in France, but is often 
spread out and uncoordinated. The data are sparse 
and/or targeting very specific objectives. This pa-
per wishes to present research started in 2003 at 
the request of the National Forestry Office (ONF). 

We will focus here on the results of the first phase 
(a theoretical and analytical one), and also dem-
onstrate how that analytical survey served there-
after to structure the national survey of 2004 and 
localise qualitative investigations. In analysing 
those various data, we wish to guide forest man-
agers in their quest to understand and answer fine 
visitor perceptions, needs and expectations. Indi-
rectly, in methodological terms, we want to map 
out relevant methodologies and remarks in order 
to strengthen our understanding of the forest-so-
ciety relationship.

Methods

For this study, we constituted an initial database 
of 215 documents that were analyzed accord-
ing to a contents analysis scale. The ‘state of 
the art’ of the main surveys held between 1960 and 

Main French Survey related to the relation between forest and society since 1960
1969 SARES Regional (Ile-de-France) 
1973 Ballion / INSEEs France
1971-73 R. Ballion Regional (Ile-de-France)
1973-79 INRA d’Orléans Regional (Ile-de-France) 
1991 BVA for ONF France
1992 BVA for DERF Urban Woods 
1996 IFEN / CREDOC France
1997-1998 Inra, Nancy Regional (Lorraine) 
1998-1999 CREDOC Regional (Ile-de-France) 
2000 SOFRES for La Collective du Bois et de la Forêt France
2000 IFEN France
2000 Forêt Méditerranéenne Regional  (PACA, Languedoc-Roussillon et 

Corse)
2001-2002 IFEN France
2002 Laboratoire d’Économie forestière de Nancy France
2004 ONF France

Table 1: Main French Survey related to the relation between forest and society since 1960.
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2003 shows two major moments: 1969-1980 peri-
od when the forest was apprehended as a consumer 
good, and the 1990s when, influenced by the rais-
ing of environmental concerns, the relationship to 
the forest became more individualized. 

The forest, paradigm of nature, has become a sym-
bol of frailty. The images of deforestation of Am-
azonian forests and forest fires become entangled 
with the local woods. The public opinion changed 
vis-à-vis the forest resource. Nevertheless, recent 
studies (ONF 2004) show that today practices re-
main sensibly the same ones as those observed in 
the 1960s. 

Since 1960, the forest is a place ‘out of the city’ and 
is appraised as such by the urban population, which 
composed 62 % of the population in 1960 (76% in 
2003). The compilation of data lets us understand 
what could appear paradoxical; one would hunt for 
the ‘natural’ aspect while at the same time seeking 
a certain infrastructure.

Results

It is difficult to grasp roughly, what is hidden under 
the concept of ‘social demand’. In analyzing chron-
ologically the various results from the 1960-2004 
investigations we observed – regardless of a new 
sensitivity to the environmental concerns – stabili-
ty in forest activities and still a strong symbolic at-
tachment to the forest.

Selected results drawn from the latest survey relat-
ed to forest and society (ONF 2004):

One of the natural spaces most attended during 
free time and the holidays.

The frequentation still correlated with the so-
cio-professional status and education level.

Walking remains the principal activity in for-
est, but followed closely by gathering.

Users are not willing to contribute financially 
for the costs of management... but seem ready 
to take part in voluntary actions.

Men’s and women’s forest attendance is con-
siderably different (motivation, location with-
in the forest space, activity…)

Before considering the development of indica-
tors and variables suitable for the measurement 
of behaviour evolution related to the forest, it ap-
peared vital to understand the main social ten-
dencies that had crossed that field. In France, in 
social sciences, this theme had been given a rath-
er short-term and sparse scientific production. 

In analysing what has been done since 40 years, 
in highlighting stable and changing behaviour, 
we will be able to formulate more accurate pro-
spective lines for future forest management. Un-
derstanding ‘social demand’ is a work in prog-
ress mainly because ‘society’ is also in perpetual 
movement. 

This type of results appears necessary in this pe-
riod of 1) participative management, 2) forest 
demand for leisure, 3) critical reasoning by the 
population regarding forest exploitation. Today 
forest management is in transformation; forest 
actors must adapt themselves to new standards 
that are directly related to forest production, to 
environmental standards and to societal trans-
formations. Today’s new era brings in a multi-
functional forest, a space in perpetual transfor-
mation.

Selected results drawn from the latest survey related to forest and society (ONF, 2004): 

One of the natural spaces most attended during free time and the holidays. 

The frequentation still correlated with the socio-professional status + education level. 

Walking remains the principal activity in forest, but followed closely by gathering. 

Users are not willing to contribute financially for the costs of management... but seem ready to take part 
in voluntary actions. 

Men’s and women’s forest attendance is considerably different (motivation, location within the forest 
space, activity…) 

Table 2: Selected results drawn from the latest survey related to forest and society (ONF, 2004).



Participation Processes in Recreational and Protected Areas

270

References

Deuffic, P., Granet, A.-M. & Lewis, N. (2004). 1960 – 
2003: évolution de la demande sociale face à la forêt. 
In: Rendez-Vous Techniques (5/été), p 10-14.

Dobré M., Lewis, N., Deuffic, P. & Granet, A.-M. (2005). 
La fréquentation des forêts en France. In: Rendez-
Vous techniques (9/été), p 49-57.

Kalaora, B. (1993). Le musée vert: radiographie du loisir 
en forêt. Paris.

Lewis, N. (2004). De 1960 à 2003 des enquêtes pour cer-
ner le lien forêt et société. Working paper, Cemagref. 
Bordeaux.




