Community Forestry in Nepal: History and Power Dynamics in the Last 30 Years
Abstract

This research project intends to explore history of Community Forestry (CF) in Nepal where CFs are considered to be significantly contributing to natural resources conservation and socio-economic benefits over the last 30 years. In doing so, I will precisely link CF with governance pillars like equity and participation and power dynamics embodied in the use of CFs. The research will be located in 5 CFs for case studies in 5 districts in mid hills of Nepal. 

The project will specifically investigate factors that have pushed the development of CF in such a wide scale including the policy and historical dynamics of CF change, and asses forest resource equity concerns among beneficiaries overtime taking sample CFs. For this, I will consider the theoretical discourse “Community Forestry as a Social Process” developed by Gilmour and Fisher (1991) who argue to define CF as that locally controlled and where benefits are equitably distributed. I feel it necessary to explore the link of their theory throughout the historical development process of CF and in sample CFs given the rising concerns and criticisms by particular groups of people on the governance within CF in recent years.
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I. Background to research project

CF in Nepal is considered to be innovative approach of forest resource protection and utilization CF approach and the expansion of the CF institutions over the past 3 decades are rooted in Nepal’s unique, political, economical and most importantly ecological contexts. But, researchers like Gautam (2010) indicate the absence of a documented system in CF and cite this reason as limitation to identify socio-economic benefits and environmental outputs of CF. Yet, the general history of forestry in Nepal is studied by Hobley (1996), and Pokhrel (1997). Gilmour and Fisher (1991) in their book Villagers, Forest and Foresters: The Philosophy, Process and Practice of Community Forestry in Nepal (1991)", emphasize socio-cultural dimensions, social structure and process, and consensus building as key elements of CF as a social process but do not provide how historically, CF has evolved in Nepal and the political ecological features within CF. At the national debate during CF Conference in 2008, criticisms were made on CF which I like to term “punk and bald syndrome”. By this, I mean that in the past there were trees in the centre of the forest area while surroundings were deforested by the community and with CF, the periphery of forest around settlement is protected and middle forest is encroached by elites. 
Simultaneously, environmental benefits of CF have been largely ignored in previous studies.   Likewise, there are questions related to governance mainly participation and equity in benefit sharing. Have the poor and Dalits
 benefitted from CF? What has been a difference in the leadership of CF management? Is that the elites and powerful have dispossessed the resources from the hands of the farmers who managed forests previously? Is it really a social process or a process of power and politics? Has the ownership of forest by the poor and Dalits increased? I intend to minutely look at these research questions through this research project and above questions comprise my theoretical framework for the research.
II. Description of the project

The general study of forests in Nepal can be traced as having distinct elements of privatization, nationalization and community participation (Gautam, 2010). Prior to 1951, this small land locked country was ruled by the Rana, a group of elites who distributed forest patches as Birta
 to people loyal to their regime. After 1951, the democratic government decided to nationalize all private forest with the anticipation that this will allow more sustainable and equitable use of resources. But local elites who controlled forest in Birta later revenged by destroying forests leading to massive deforestation, subsequent erosion and sedimentation downstream (Ojha, 2003). By mid 1970s, Nepal Government became aware of deforestation and its inability to control it and from 1978, CF formally came to existence. However, it is not still explored how government reacted during formal launching of CF despite the fact that Joshi (1993) notes some misutilization of rights and responsibilities by the Panchayat
 leaders who backed initially the Rana regime. In this backdrop, it would be worthwhile exploring into the forces and factors responsible to transform national forest to CF. 

On the top of this, government had different forest related policies after the enforcement of Private Forest Nationalization Act, 1957 and establishment of Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation (MOFSC) in 1959. Later Panchayat Forest Act, 1978 was promulgated while Master Plan for Forestry Sector (MPFS) was developed in 1989. Later, a new Forest Act was developed in 1993 after democracy was restored. The formulation of different Acts, Policies, Rules and Plans create environment for this research to analyze reasons for their formulation/amendments. Therefore, it is justified to review these documents and see historical context of CF development. It can be assumed that there are situations and reasons for shift in forest management to CF, what factors have played role in recognizing CFs as independent self governed or autonomous community based institutions and how the rights to use benefits are appropriated.
Forests have been handed over to communities to be managed as CF through a user group called Community Forest User Group (CFUG). But, it is increasingly significant to study governance issues of CF as a need felt by Joint Technical Review Committee of CF in 2000 and Ojha and Kanel (2005). Additionally, Bhatta (2002) has highlighted the seriousness of the need to study this aspect when he found in his research that CFUGs are captured by wealthier and upper caste male while the interests and concerns of dalits, women and ethnic minorities are disregarded in the decision making process. It can be expected that there are reasons for inclusion or exclusion of some groups of people in the CF and this research will explore how the poor have been fighting the big challenge of elite capture in CF in the last 3 decades. If elites have captured CF use from alliance with bureaucratic staffs, it will also be interesting to know how this has been historically constructed. Likewise, as equity is a political process output, any efforts to CF promotion could be linked by a broad understanding of social and political process including who has contributed positively or negatively and how. 
Over time, some new issues of CF are emerging. Government still holds several rights, including land tenure. Abrupt decisions on the part of government such as imposing taxes on the revenues from CF often makes CFUGs worried, at times breeding widespread suspicion and unpredictability in CF sector. Study of government’s such decisions through CFUG testimonies can help infer how CFUGs have struggled to address them.
Last but not the least; I strongly believe that even where the CFs are successful, forest management should involve balancing human-environmental needs. It is useful to explore if CFs in Nepal have been concerned with the social aspects of communities or if attention has been given to sustaining the environment and exploring the possible contributions of CF to this end. The interactions with CFUGs can provide relevant facts. Review of socio-political and environmental history of the CF can suggest why environmental conservation was or was not a priority and how equity and sustainability issues can be addressed in future. With the recent political change in Nepal after years of instability and conflict, and the emphasis on equity, inclusive democracy and restructuring of the State, it is timely to ask how CFs can be managed sustainably. With all these issues, I will focus on historical review of CF development and socio-economic and environmental benefits. 

III. Objectives of the project

1. To explore historical context, policy backdrop, forces and factors responsible for shifting from private to national to CF 
2. To identify and analyze governance issues of CF and power relations focusing on equity and participation through sample CF case studies
3. To use testimonies of CF users to investigate CF priorities overtime
IV. Methodologies and scope
 
I will study history of forestry in Nepal from 1951 to 2010 and cover selected forests of 5 Development regions in mid hills. Forests in mid hills are chosen for their popularity there and because elites mainly lived in this area and had a lot of political influence means information will be available at a little but motivating cost. The study will be made for a period of 6 months.  Key methods of my research project will be cross-cutting. A prior review of literature including review of policy documents comprises a founding study method. I will use detail reviews to sharpen the research questions or simplify them. All these documents will be collected from the CF Division of MOFSC. It will be fruitful to take permission from District Forest Office to enter into the CF and interact with CFUG. In the CF selected, informal meetings will be organized as part of rapport building. A household survey will be completed with 30 members of CFUG in each CF, selected based on ethnicity and caste system among distant and direct users. The questions will focus mainly on governance and power dynamics. A Rapid Rural Appraisal will be made to gather quantitative information on the history of local forests and CF through a structured check list prepared beforehand. At least 3 Focused Group Discussions (FGDs) will be organized in each CF, one with CFUG to understand history and group dynamics to respond to certain CF policies, one mixed group FGD to understand environmental and social benefits of CF overtime and one with the marginalized groups to understand inclusion/exclusion and politics in CF. Number and nature of Key Informant Interviews will vary but political leaders, teachers, elderly people and forest rangers will be surely represented. Observation is a conventional methodology that I will use here too. In order to formulate some propositions, I will prepare case studies in each CF with different themes like history, struggle of the marginalized for access to CF and political influence. 
V. Expected Results
The information collected will be linked with what has been explored through the literature review and analysis of policy documents for final interpretation. At the end, I intend to produce a book entitled Community Forestry in Nepal: History and Power Dynamics in the Last 30 Years. The draft structure of my book as per the anticipated outcomes would include:

· Chapter 1: Birta to Community Forest: Actors, roles and platforms

· Chapter 2: What is a priority? Social and environmental benefits of CF since late 1970s

· Chapter 3: 30 years in action: Who reaps the benefits of CF

· Chapter 4: Think Globally and Act Locally: Lessons and way forward for a successful CF
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-----------------------ENDS
� Oppressed groups in Nepal and are considered “untouchables” in the structurally unequal Nepali societies 


� Land given to a person as a reward for a service rendered to the state by the Rana regime,  usually tax free and inheritable


� The political system restricting democratic movement (1951-1990) where King had all powers





�Here I think that you are stressing too much a political ecology/sociological approach. Interviews, focus groups are good ideas, but I would include also other methodologies and sources (for instance, the legislation about forests, or maybe the papers from the forest agency). 


�This are not sources but bibliography. 


You have listed your sources in the paragraph IV





3

