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This research was conducted with the general objective of formulating strategies for the
development of local community participation in wood agriculture in Khuzestan
Province. In this research, the four SWOT points, namely strengths, weaknesses,
opportunities and threats, were first examined using analytical studies and literature on
the subject, and then these points were prioritized using the AHP technique. The statistical
population of the research included knowledgeable experts and subject matter specialists
in relevant organizations who were purposefully selected for the study. The information
was processed through the SWOT-AHP technique and using the Expert Choice software.
The research findings showed that in the evaluation of the criteria, the threat, weakness,
strength and opportunity points were assigned the first to fourth priorities, which indicates
the dominance of the risky space over the beneficial space. In addition, in prioritizing
strategic areas, the results showed that the first strategy WT means defensive strategy
(minimum-minimum), the second strategy ST means contingency strategy (maximum -
minimum), the third strategy WO means adaptive strategy (minimum-maximum strategy)
and finally the last strategy in the subject under study is the SO strategy means offensive
strategy (maximum-maximum).
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Introduction

The increasing pressure on natural forest resources, coupled with the growing demand for wood-based
products, has led many countries to adopt alternative strategies for sustainable wood production. One
such strategy is agroforestry-based wood cultivation (known as “Zera’at—Choob” in Iran), which
integrates tree planting with agricultural or rural land-use systems. In Iran, and particularly in the
province of Khuzestan, the development of wood cultivation has been recognized as a potential pathway
for enhancing rural livelihoods, reducing pressure on natural forests, and contributing to national goals
for increasing forest cover. Despite these potentials, the participation of local communities—who are
the primary stakeholders in land management—remains limited. Understanding the strategic
environment surrounding community participation is therefore essential for designing effective
development policies.

Strategic planning tools such as SWOT (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats) provide a
structured framework for identifying internal and external factors influencing a development initiative.
However, SWOT analysis alone does not offer a mechanism for prioritizing these factors. To address
this limitation, the Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP) can be integrated with SWOT to quantify the
relative importance of each factor and derive more precise strategic directions. The present study aims
to formulate strategies for enhancing local community participation in wood cultivation in Khuzestan
by employing a combined SWOT-AHP approach. By identifying and prioritizing key internal and
external factors, the study seeks to provide actionable insights for policymakers, forestry organizations,
and rural development planners.

Material and Methods

This research employed a mixed qualitative—quantitative methodology based on the integration of
SWOT analysis and the Analytical Hierarchy Process (AHP). The study began with an extensive review
of scientific literature, policy documents, and previous research related to agroforestry, community
participation, and wood cultivation programs in Iran and comparable regions. This review enabled the
identification of preliminary internal and external factors influencing the participation of local
communities in wood cultivation.

Following the literature review, expert consultation was conducted to refine and validate the SWOT
factors. The statistical population consisted of specialists, forestry experts, and professionals from
relevant governmental and non-governmental organizations in Khuzestan Province. A purposive
sampling method was used to select individuals with substantial knowledge and experience in wood
cultivation and rural development. Through structured interviews and expert panels, the initial list of
SWOT factors was finalized.

To prioritize the identified factors, the AHP method was applied. Pairwise comparison matrices were
developed for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. Experts were asked to evaluate the
relative importance of each factor using Saaty’s 1-9 scale. The data were processed using Expert Choice
software, which calculated the weights of each factor and checked the consistency ratio to ensure the
reliability of expert judgments.

After determining the weights of SWOT factors, strategic alternatives were formulated by combining
internal and external factors into four strategic groups: SO (maxi—maxi), WO (mini—maxi), ST (maxi—
mini), and WT (mini—mini). These strategies were then ranked based on the aggregated weights of the
factors contributing to each strategic group. The final step involved identifying the highest-priority
strategy for enhancing community participation in wood cultivation.

Results

The AHP-based prioritization of SWOT criteria revealed that threats received the highest weight among
all categories, followed by weaknesses, strengths, and finally opportunities. This ranking indicates that
the strategic environment surrounding wood cultivation in Khuzestan is dominated by external risks and
internal limitations, suggesting a challenging context for community engagement.

Within the category of strengths, the most influential factor was identified as the lower need for
complex and labor-intensive agricultural activities in wood cultivation compared to traditional farming.
This characteristic makes wood cultivation an attractive option for rural households with limited labor
capacity or those seeking less demanding land-use alternatives.

Among weaknesses, the most critical factor was the absence of active local organizations,
cooperatives, or NGOs capable of mobilizing communities, providing technical support, and facilitating
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market access. This institutional gap significantly reduces the capacity of local communities to
participate effectively in wood cultivation initiatives.

In the opportunities category, the highest-ranked factor was the government’s emphasis on expanding
wood cultivation and increasing per capita forest cover. This policy orientation provides a supportive
macro-level environment and opens the door for financial incentives, extension services, and long-term
planning.

The most significant threat identified was the inefficiency of existing laws and regulations related to
wood cultivation development. Ambiguities in land tenure, harvesting rights, and long-term guarantees
for farmers create uncertainty and discourage investment by local communities.

The prioritization of strategic alternatives showed that the WT (defensive) strategy ranked first,
indicating the need to minimize weaknesses while mitigating external threats. The ST (adaptive) strategy
ranked second, followed by the WO (improvement) strategy, and finally the SO (aggressive) strategy,
which received the lowest priority due to the dominance of threats and weaknesses in the strategic
environment.

The highest-priority strategy identified by the study was: “Improving guaranteed wood prices to
offset long-term return periods and enabling the utilization of small, economically marginal lands
through government support programs, while creating conditions for better marketing and sales of wood
products.”

Discussion

The dominance of threats and weaknesses in the SWOT-AHP results highlights the structural and
institutional challenges facing wood cultivation in Khuzestan. Although the practice offers several
inherent advantages—such as reduced labor requirements and compatibility with marginal lands—these
strengths are overshadowed by regulatory inefficiencies and the lack of community-based organizations.
The prioritization of WT strategies suggests that before pursuing expansion-oriented policies,
foundational issues must be addressed.

Improving guaranteed prices for wood products can significantly enhance the economic
attractiveness of wood cultivation, especially given the long maturation period of trees. Government
support programs, including subsidies, technical training, and market facilitation, are essential for
reducing uncertainty and encouraging participation. Strengthening local institutions and establishing
active cooperatives or NGOs would further empower communities, improve coordination, and enhance
the sustainability of wood cultivation initiatives.
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Table 1. Identification of internal and external factors for the development of wood farming
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Figure 3. The importance of research criteria in the development of wood farming
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Table 3. Prioritization of the sub-criteria under consideration for the development of wood farming
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Table 3. TOWS Matrix for determining wood farming development strategies
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Table 4. Strategic prioritization of wood farming development
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Figure 4. Prioritizing strategic areas using the TOWS matrix
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