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IntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroductionIntroduction

In 1978, following two decades in which all forest resources were nationalized, the
government of Nepal introduced a policy for community forestry that promised to
hand over most accessible forests to communities for protection and management.1

Some recent assessments of the impact of community forestry policy implementa-
tion have shown mixed results.2  They all indicate that while the physical condition
of most community forests has improved in some areas, the improvement is very
uneven across the country. Moreover, community members have not yet benefited
from any of these forests. In fact, in some areas, some households, especially the
poorer ones, have been affected negatively by the community forestry policy.3  Com-
munity forestry policy, then, has not yet lived up to its expectations.

The limited and, in some places, negative impact of community forestry policy
in Nepal can be explained by looking at the relationships among stakeholders—
different individuals, groups of people, and organizations and institutions—who
have interests in forest resources. In recent years, there has been an increased recog-
nition of the existence of differing and often conflicting views on the ways in which
forests should be used and managed and the need and ways for accommodating
such multiple views.4  Worsley et al. describe how people in a given society are
always divided into various strata, which are not only distinct from each other but
also interconnected through such relationships as inferiority and superiority, usu-
ally of many kinds: political, economic, social, and religious. Often such stratifica-
tion serves as a basis for regulating access to “scarce goods,” not just material objects
of consumption, but rather all things valued and sought after in society, including
the distribution and receipt of “immaterial benefits” such as prestige. People work
and spend in order to acquire necessities of life, which include using wealth to gain
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power over others and respect from others.5  Not all individuals and/or groups have
equal access to resources—hence power and prestige—in society. They therefore
have conflicts of interest. Despite this, societies are held together and continue to
function, partly because these different individuals and interest groups achieve
their own economic, social, and political goals through various forms of ties and
relationships, including patron-client relations.6

In Nepal, a number of people have described the patron-client relationships
arising from unequal class, caste, and status of people, and the ways in which the
chakri, or sycophancy, which was institutionalized during the Rana regime (1846–
1951), has influenced the decision-making process to date.7  Their analysis, however,
concentrate largely on the behavior of the central bureaucracy in Kathmandu.
Little is understood how the powerful stakeholders in the center maintain their
influence and contribute to the process of relation building in villages. There is
also the tendency to view government as a neutral entity, and not to question its
policy action. However, the people in government often formulate policy without
much consultation with other interest groups, but they also work in favor of some
specific individuals and interest groups, especially those who conform to their
policy actions.8

Policy change over the last four decades has altered the nature of these alliances
somewhat, with an increasing emphasis on forest protection among these more pow-
erful stakeholders. Nor have the alliances always been easy to hold together, as when
officials from the central government clash with donors over the extent to which state
resources should be privatized. Yet in general, local elites and government officials
continue to work together to limit the access of poor forest users to the forest resources
they need, often with tacit support from donors and nongovernmental organizations
(NGOs). The result has been an uneven greening of Nepal’s land, with continued
hardship for most forest users. Efforts to empower poor and politically weak forest
users must challenge these alliances if they are to be effective.

A number of themes circulate throughout Nepal’s forest policy. First, the current
policy and its practice is the reflection of the past policy and practice, and any
policy analysis needs to take this history into account. Second, the management of
forests, especially community forests, involves various individuals, groups, and or-
ganizations, both within and outside the community. Third, the government itself
is a stakeholder, not a neutral mediator of other interests.9  Government officials
have their own economic, political, and social goals, and they seek to pursue them
in conflict or collaboration with other stakeholders. Fourth, most policy analyses
concentrate on the expressed objectives or interests of stakeholders, especially those
written in government policy and programs. However, it is often the underlying
objectives of the various stakeholders (including the government) that, although
hardly expressed in formal reports and policy documents, drive their actions. Fi-
nally, stakeholders pursue their interests by forming alliances with one another. Any
action to bring a change in the existing forest policy and its practice is bound to
affect the existing relationships between different stakeholders and the kinds of
alliances that can be formed. Understanding how stakeholders reform their alli-
ances to pursue their interests is key to understanding the impacts of any policy.
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BackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackgroundBackground

Nepal is among the poorest countries in the world with per capita income of less
than $200 and some 40 percent of the 19 million people living in absolute poverty.
The economy is dominated by the agricultural sector, which contributes some 50
percent of GDP and some 90 percent of employment. Agriculture is largely subsis-
tence-oriented, dominated by small farmers with less than one hectare on average,
although in places with access to motor roads, markets, and irrigation facilities,
agricultural activities are commercialized. Non-agricultural cash earning activities
are beginning to play an important part in the household economy of some of these
areas.

Based on altitude and climate, Nepal can be divided into three broad agro-
ecological regions—the tarai, the hills, and the high mountains. The tarai, along
the southern border with India, is an extension of the Gangatic plain and covers
approximately 14 percent of the total land area of Nepal (141,000 km2). The altitude
ranges from 60 to 300 meters above sea level. The woody vegetation is predomi-
nantly evergreen hardwood, and rice is the main crop cultivated throughout the
region.

Hills, ranging from 300 to 4,000 meters in altitude, make up some 60 percent of
the total land surface, and are home to diverse climatic conditions, woody vegeta-
tion types, and agricultural practices. Because of poor infrastructure and inadequate
supplies of inorganic fertilizers, hill farming depends largely on livestock and for-
ests for inputs to maintain the fertility of land. Maize, millet, and rice are the
principal crops grown in the region.

High mountains along the northern border with Tibet (2,500–8,000 m) occupy
roughly 24 percent of the country’s land area. Although a small proportion of land
supports sparse woody vegetation, the area is mostly covered with snow, and animal
husbandry is the main source of income.

The most recent forest survey, using aerial photos taken in 1979, estimated 38
percent of the country’s land to be under forests, with at least 10 percent of the land
in the form of shrublands and grasslands.10 The management of forests in Nepal is
influenced by a high demand for forest products. Nepal has a large and rapidly
growing population, some 90 percent of which lives in rural areas and depends
heavily on forests for firewood, fodder, timber, and medicinal plants.11  Wood is the
major, and in most cases, the only source of energy available to the rural people.12 A
significant amount of fodder for livestock—so vital for the local farming systems—
is derived from forests.13  The high demand for these and other forest products gives
rise to the urgent need to establish effective approaches and measures for the con-
servation and utilization of forest resources in the country.

Political leaders have used a variety of policies to try to influence the country’s
land use practices, including forest use, over the last half century. For example,
prior to the 1950s, the tendency was to encourage conversion of forest areas into
agriculture, in order to make the land productive and increase the tax base for the
government. The new government that came to power in 1951 decided to national-
ize all the country’s forests and put the resource under the control of the Forest
Department. Since 1978, the government has implemented a community forestry
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policy that places the responsibility for forest management with the rural commu-
nities. At the same time, it has also set aside a number of national parks and forest
reserves (11 percent of the total land, or about 30 percent of the total forest area) and
created a separate Department of Wildlife and National Parks to manage them.14

With limited forest resources and high dependence on forest products, these
policy changes are of great interest to forest stakeholders in Nepal. How different
stakeholders and interest groups viewed these different policies, and how they re-
sponded to shifts in policy emphasis are critical to the understanding of today’s
forest management issues in Nepal.

Changing Forest Policies and the Persistence ofChanging Forest Policies and the Persistence ofChanging Forest Policies and the Persistence ofChanging Forest Policies and the Persistence ofChanging Forest Policies and the Persistence of
Patron-Client RelationsPatron-Client RelationsPatron-Client RelationsPatron-Client RelationsPatron-Client Relations

For the purpose of the analysis, Nepal’s recent forest policy history is divided into four
specific time periods: prior to 1950, when a feudal system governed the country and
forests were controlled largely by local elites; from the 1950s to the mid-1970s, when
system of political parities developed, replaced in by a partyless system of panchayat
politics, and all the country’s forests were nationalized and placed in the control of
the Forest Department; from the mid-1970s to the 1980s, when a community forestry
policy was introduced and implemented with the partyless panchayat system in
place; and from 1990 to the present, when community forestry operates under a multi-
party system of politics with several civil society organizations (NGOs) emerging in the
country to take up some governance and management responsibilities.

Prior to the 1950s15

According to L. F. Stiller, prior to 1743, what is now Nepal was a fragmented group
of petty states, whose policies attempted to bring all land under state ownership and
to ensure that it did not remain unproductive.16  The rulers pressured peasant farm-
ers to convert as much forestland as possible to agriculture and asked them to pay a
certain proportion—generally up to one-half—of the produce of the land culti-
vated as rent or taxes. While the stated objective for such action was to increase the
tax base and to use the income for the welfare of the people, petty states also sought
to rule the people by controlling their means of livelihood.

Control was exerted in part through officials and nobles linked to the rulers, and
in part through local functionaries. The rulers granted lands as jagir and birta to
officials and nobles who served the state. No tax was paid on such land. While jagir
land could be kept only as long as the concerned persons served the state, the birta
grants had no precise time limitation and could be inherited and retained by the
families until they were confiscated by the state. This helped foster the develop-
ment of an elite that could control access to large tracts of land, including forest-
lands, setting the stage for peasant tenancy later in the period. It is also an early
example of the type of alliances formed between elites and rulers to control lands
and people.
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At the same time, many village chiefs became local functionaries of the state.
Their role was to collect taxes from peasant farmers and control local land use,
including the protection of local forests. The peasant farmers were allowed to
collect forest products from local forests, but in later years, especially in the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries the peasant farmers had to offer gifts, commonly
referred to as theki, or free labor on the functionaries’ land in exchange.17  Thus the
pattern of peasant dependence was continued through the state reforms of the Shah
kings and the Rana regime, though the origin of the patrons changed.

The Shah kings (1743–1845) unified Nepal by expanding and strengthening the
army. To do so, they granted an extensive area of land as jagir to motivate soldiers
to invade neighboring states. The Rana regime (1846–1950) established the heredi-
tary prime ministership. They gradually confined the land grant policy to their own
family members and some key officials. By 1950, one-third of the country’s agricul-
tural and forestlands had been granted to private individuals, and of that some
three-fourths belonged to the Ranas.18

Many rural farmers ended up as tenants of these birta holders and local function-
aries, paying rents to them, instead of to the state. Landlord control was extended
further through the development of kut (contract) systems. In kut systems, the right
to till land went to the highest bidder, leaving less and less of farm production for
the peasant, further disadvantaging the peasant farmers. In addition, where the
peasants once retained one-half of whatever was produced on the farm, regardless of
good or bad harvests, under the kut system, they had to pay rent even if crops failed.
When peasants failed to pay the rent, they were required to pay their debt by
working for the landlords. A significant proportion of the peasant farmers and their
families were eventually forced to work as bondage labor (slaves) in the houses of
local government functionaries and large birta owners.19

By the turn of the nineteenth century, the patron-client relationships had estab-
lished deep roots in the country. At the national level, the rulers, nobles, and senior
government officials supported each other. The ruler granted land as birta and jagir to
nobles and soldiers who in turn helped the rulers to stay in power. At the village level,
the local functionaries depended on rulers and nobles for their positions, providing in
return the valuable services of collecting taxes and controlling land and forest use. At
the bottom of this system, peasant farmers provided labor required to produce surplus
for local and national patrons, in exchange for access to lands and forests. Rulers,
nobles, and functionaries had little incentive to change this system, as they each
benefited from their alliances with one another. Peasants, who benefited little from
this system, hardly had time to organize themselves and press for change.

From 1950s to Mid-1970s20

Soon after the Rana regime ended in 1951, the new government abolished the birta
land tenure system, initiated nationwide development programs (building roads,
schools, hospitals, industries) and opened Nepal to the outside world. The National
Planning Commission and the concerned ministries used a “planned approach” to
develop and execute these programs.21  The concept of decentralization was embed-
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ded in the basic guiding principles, reflected in such initiatives as the “Tribhuvan
Village Development Programme” of 1952 and the “back-to-the-village campaign”
following the introduction of the panchayat system in 1961. A large number of
political and administrative institutions were created at various levels in order to
involve more people in the planned development process.22

In the forest sector, the government nationalized the country’s forest resource,
vesting control over the resource in the Forest Department. It then released a new
Forest Act in 1961 defining forest offenses and a new policing role for the depart-
ment. The government also expanded its role in forest production and marketing.
It initiated several forest-based industries, mainly in the lowland tarai, with support
from various donor agencies.23  The Forest Department was responsible for harvest-
ing forests and supplying raw materials to these industries. The government was also
heavily involved in exporting logs and other semi-processed forest products to the
neighboring states of India. Although the Forest Act had a provision for community
forestry, it was never implemented during this period.24

How did these changes in government policy affect the relations among stake-
holders, specifically the alliances and patron-client networks discussed above? At
first look, there appears to be a break in the alliance between local elites, in the
form of birta holders and local functionaries turned landlords, and the central
government. After all, the stated objective of the policy to nationalize the country’s
forests was to release the land from the control of the few birta holders and to use the
income for the welfare of the nation.25  In fact, the new government had strong
political and economic interests in taking control over forests away from the birta
holders, to discredit the previous regime and to expand its own exploitation of the
forest to generate revenue to support its development programs. The people in the
new government were aware of the way in which the Ranas had been earning
fortunes through the export of logs, especially from the tarai forests in the south to
the bordering states of India, where they were used for railway sleepers. This is
reflected in the Forest Department’s activities, which were largely concentrated in
the exploitation of the forest of the tarai throughout this period.

The arrival of additional stakeholders, specifically the Forest Department and
donor agencies, also promised a rearrangement of stakeholder relations. The Forest
Department was now empowered to take control of forest management, something
that birta owners and local functionaries had done before. The donor agencies also
came with a stated philosophy that seemed to promise change. Donors were inter-
ested in fostering industrial growth in “underdeveloped” nations.26  The role of the
forest resource was to support the growth of industries and generate revenue for the
state.27  To this end, donors supported the government’s nationalization of forest
resources and provided financial and technical support to establish forest-based
industries in the tarai. Where would the former birta owners and local functionaries
turned elites fit in such a scheme?

Patron-client relations between local functionaries and peasants also seemed in
jeopardy after the announcement of the government’s new policies. Desperate to
get out of the grips of local functionaries/elites, peasant farmers welcomed the
government’s decision to nationalize forests. Although the action did not necessar-
ily guarantee free access to forests, peasants had good reasons to be hopeful. First, it
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appeared that the local forest would be no longer under the control of local func-
tionaries/elites, which meant no more obligations (gifts, free labour, etc.) in ex-
change for forest use. Second, for the peasant farmers, the Forest Department was
removed, and thus not a day-to-day concern. The peasant farmers interpreted this as
a system that allowed almost free access to forests. Indeed, there were even reports of
some peasant farmers becoming involved in clearing forests for agriculture follow-
ing the nationalization.28

Yet the picture is not so simple. At the time of forest nationalization in 1957, the
country had less than a dozen trained foresters.29  Because almost no infrastructure
(roads, communication networks, etc.) existed, in no way could these few foresters
effectively manage the country’s forests. Although more trained foresters later joined
the department, the number was always short of what was needed for effective
control and management. The Forest Department staff never expressed their inabil-
ity to manage the country’s forests as doing so would have meant losing their
government jobs, which are highly regarded in Nepali society. Their only recourse
was to seek the cooperation of local leaders to help protect forests.

Interestingly, these local leaders and representatives were often landlords and
their relatives—the very people who had served previously as local government
functionaries. This is reflected by the fact that many village leaders relate forests to
their forefathers’ birta land even today.30 After forest nationalization, local func-
tionaries lost control over forests and over peasant farmers. Some responded by
cutting trees on their land as quickly as they could, in the hopes of forcing the
government to reverse the policy.31 Others saw opportunities for maintaining their
power and prestige by working with the government, including the new Forest
Department. They sought key positions in the new political system from which to
organize an alliance with the central government. Since many had been wealthy
moneylenders to local peasants, it was not too difficult for them to be elected as
local representatives. From this position, they were able to reassert control over
peasant use of lands and forests, much as they had before through their alliance with
the birta holders.

Peasant access to the forest also did not improve much in this period. As stated,
local elites turned local leaders began working with the Forest Department to
control forest access. Peasants might have been able to develop their own alliances
with the Forest Department, but the use of coercive actions, fines, and penalties,
and even graft and bribery by government foresters was widespread during the
Forest Department’s early years of expansion.32  Thus, strained relationships devel-
oped, similar to those that the peasant farmers had with local functionaries prior to
the 1950s.33  When conflicts arose, the local landlords turned representatives took
the side of forestry staff to win their confidence and maintain the alliance with them.

Some peasant farmers, especially those with larger landholdings, started to grow
trees on their own private farmlands to secure the regular supply of forest and tree
products to meet their domestic needs and to maintain the farming system. How-
ever, peasant farmers with small landholdings and tenant farmers who were unable
to grow trees on the land they tilled had to rely on the large landholders (in most
cases the local elites/representatives) for forest products. The peasant farmers were
often required to work for the large landholders in return.
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The old set of alliances and patron-client networks reemerged in slightly differ-
ent form in the period from 1950 to the mid-1970s. The Forest Department staff
replaced the birta owners (nobles and senior officials) in terms of their behavior and
relations with the government and local leaders/elites, now turned local political
leaders. The forestry staff delegates some responsibilities for forest protection and
management to the local leaders, offering the latter opportunities to control forest
resources and peasant access to the forest. In exchange, local leaders provide some
of the control and management that the forestry staff needs to retain their jobs. The
two groups avoid direct confrontations with one another as the local leaders have
enough trees on their own land to satisfy their domestic needs and need not collect
forest products from forests managed by the government. Farmers with small land-
holdings and tenants, however, must seek forest resources either from government
forests, where access is controlled by an alliance of foresters and local leaders, or
from large landholders, where access is controlled by the landholder. Thus, patron-
client relations at the local level, in which peasants can only gain access to the
forest with the permission of local elites, and in exchange for labor or goods, re-
established themselves in spite of the sweeping policy changes of this period.

From Mid-1970s to 1980s34

In the 1970s, the government started to place a considerable emphasis on rural
development and the protection of environment. In rural development, the gov-
ernment oriented its policies more towards fulfilling the “basic needs,” taking a
holistic approach through Integrated Rural Development Projects.35  It shifted its
geographical focus for development activities from urban centers and more acces-
sible areas of the tarai to the neglected hills and mountain areas.36  The government
also saw the need to seek wider public participation in the development process,
especially in determining local people’s needs and managing the planned develop-
ment programs and activities at the village level.37  Consequently, in 1982, it passed
a Decentralisation Act, formally devolving decision-making authority to political
units in the districts and villages.

In contrast to the two periods just discussed, the government began to express an
overwhelming concern for forest resource conservation and for the need to meet
rural communities’ requirements for forest products. In the late 1970s, it introduced
community forestry rules and regulations with provisions to hand over forests to
local communities for protection, management, and sustainable use.38  Through
community forestry, it also intended to encourage rural communities to grow trees
on their private farmlands by providing free seedlings. At the same time, the govern-
ment set aside a number of forest areas for reserves and national parks and created a
separate Department of Wildlife and National Parks and a Department of Soil and
Water Conservation. In the early 1980s, the felling (even on private land) of some
selected tree species such as Shorea robusta, Acacia catechue, and Michelia
champaca was banned. The stated objective for these actions by the government
was to protect the environment, preserve wildlife and biodiversity, meet the basic
needs of rural people, support agricultural production, and thereby contribute to
the process of rural and national development.
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Outside donor agencies became increasingly influential starting in the 1970s,
and joined the government in emphasizing rural development and environmental
protection. Motivated by a range of factors, including ideological competition
between the West and the former USSR, a commitment to channeling aid to the
poorest countries, and the search for new places to market their technologies, prod-
ucts, and people, donor agencies greatly expanded their activities in Nepal. Be-
cause of the general increase in environmental awareness in western countries,
donor agencies increasingly favored environmental projects. The increased public-
ity of the deforestation in the Himalayas also acted as a stimulus for donor aid to
Nepal.39  Some donor agencies started to put pressure on the national government
to set aside forest reserves and agreed to provide funds and other necessary support
needed to protect the reserves. Almost all of the forestry development and conserva-
tion activities in the country are funded by foreign donor agencies.40

The interest of the central government and donor agencies in decentralization,
rural development, and environmental protection presented the other forest stake-
holders with several new opportunities to pursue their interests. Peasants might have
welcomed decentralization if it meant greater accountability of public officials to
peasant communities. The increased interest in, and funding for, rural develop-
ment might also have given peasants hopes for improving their situations. Im-
proved rural infrastructure and credit, for example, might have given them new
market opportunities, reducing their dependence on subsistence livelihoods that
required access to lands and forests controlled by local elites. Even the emphasis on
environmental protection, though it promised further restrictions on forest use,
might have been accepted if it had focused on limiting the forest clearing activities
by the largest landholders.

In some parts of the hills region, at least in areas where the community forestry
field programs were reasonably well planned and implemented, some positive
contributions to rural development and environmental protection were evident.41

In some villages where the rural communities controlled local forests, the condi-
tion of forests improved dramatically: wild animals returned, and the supply of
forest products far exceeded the communities’ demands for subsistence needs.42

Some communities started to express interest in selling the excess products to the
nearby market and to use the income for their village development. It is here that
communities once again confronted the alliances among the Forest Department,
the government, donors, and local elites.

Yet despite the promise of decentralization, rural development, and environ-
mental protection for peasants, the unstated interests of governments and donors
led them to favor alliances with local elites, generally at the expense of peasants.
Environmental protection focused on restricting peasant access to forest resources,
often through the creation of parks and other legally protected areas, but also
through limitations on the kinds of forest use permitted in community forestry
projects. Specifically, the government’s approach to community forestry empha-
sized forest protection and limited utilization, restricting use to subsistence needs
for fodder, firewood, timber, etc. Peasant farmers, however, were interested in for-
estry programs that consider more than just subsistence needs. Indeed, in some parts
of the rural area, because of the rapid socioeconomic changes (building of roads
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and schools and expanding market activities), peasant farmers faced many new
demands, including the need for greater cash income, and were finding it increas-
ingly hard to meet these new demands with income from subsistence agriculture
alone: “We are interested in programmes that not only meet our subsistence needs
of fodder and firewood, but also assist us in generating cash income so that we can
cope with changes and meet our new demands; so that we can send our children to
schools, buy their books, note books and pens and pay school fee; so that we can buy
some other essential items that are now needed to manage lives and households and
which we can not produce on our lands.”43

Why did the government pursue protection in this manner? If parks were created
in regions where government had little commercial interest, such as in the hills, and
communities were restricted to only subsistence use of their forests, the government
could satisfy donor demands for environmental protection without disrupting the
lucrative harvesting activities of the Forest Department. The government also ben-
efited from expanded tourist revenue and donor aid associated with the parks. The
fact that the government decided to ban the felling of trees meant reduced revenue
from the Forest Sector. Indeed, the overall contribution of the Forest Sector to the
national income reduced from 14.6 percent in 1956–61 to 3.6 percent in 1975–80.44

On the other hand, foreign aid money received by the government increased during
this period and reached its peak in the 1980s, and a substantial portion of that being
the grant money.45  Donors, meanwhile, were able to meet the demands of their
governments for increased spending on environmental protection and community
development without risking a confrontation with Nepal’s Forest Department over
who would control commercially valuable forest products. Donors thus main-
tained close relations with the Nepal government, which was a strategic objective
throughout the 1970s and 1980s.46

The Forest Department protected its economic interests by continuing to har-
vest timber and other valuable forest resources in the name of rural development.
Much of the department’s harvesting took place in the tarai, where there are more
commercially valuable forest resources. Most of this work was carried out by the
department’s own Timber Corporation of Nepal. The development of community
forestry in the commercially valuable tarai forests was severely restricted. For ex-
ample, the only Tarai Community Forestry Project in the region was closed down
soon after it was implemented.47  In fact, the government used armed guards to
maintain its firm control over the tarai forests.

Local elected leaders and elites appreciated the idea of community forestry and
expressed their support for the associated policies. These leaders frequently pressed
the District Forest Officers and Forest Rangers to speed up the process of forest
handover.48  These leaders, however, were mostly active in exerting pressure for
forest handover and support for forest protection but rarely insisted on opening up
forests for use. As large landholders, they had sufficient trees on their private land to
meet their needs and did not need to use community forests for forest products.
They were also sensitive to the forest protection ethics of Forest Department and
realized that to talk of expanding use would only jeopardize their relationship with
the forestry officials. Just as importantly, they saw opportunities for themselves as
leaders of forest user groups to seek donor funds, manage group accounts, hire and
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fire workers for forest protection and regeneration, participate in Forest Depart-
ment seminars and study tours, and continue to exert control over peasant access to
the forest. Forest Department officials were content to work with these local elites,
as they did not make demands for commercial use of forests and could be counted
on to protect the forests in such a way as to keep the government and donors happy.

Despite the promise of decentralization, environmental protection and rural
development, as embodied in community forestry policies, the situation of most
peasant farmers did not improve much during the 1970s and 1980s. For them, the
community forestry policy reflected the typical attitude of government towards the
rural poor, as well as the inability of its Forest Department staff to manage the
country’s forest resource, rather than a new concern for rural communities’ forestry
needs:

The government wants to plant trees on grazing and other bare lands and protect
the remaining forests. Because the government’s Forest Department cannot do
this on its own, they want to ‘use’ us to plant and protect forests. But once the forest
is grown the government will take it back. If the government really cared for rural
communities then why are we not allowed to collect forest products? The govern-
ment has put guards and army men to protect the forest from us, do you think it
cares for rural people? The government does not realise that the very people
whom it has employed to protect forest from us are themselves cutting trees and
killing wildanimals.49

There has been a better policy environment for the peasant farmers, compared to
the previous periods, because of the increased willingness of the national govern-
ment and donor agencies to provide funds for community forestry and other rural
development programs (albeit to serve their own underlying interests). However,
the improvement was confined to somewhat better access to subsistence products
from the forest, and this primarily in the hills of Nepal. Generally, peasant farmers
were unable to take full advantage of the new policies to meet their own economic
and political goals, in part because they were preoccupied with earning liveli-
hoods, in part because other stakeholders were unwilling to form alliance with
them. Instead, government, the Forest Department, donors, and local elites formed
alliances with one another, furthering their respective economic and political goals
at the expense of peasant access to the forest. As a result, many of the poorest
peasants in Nepal continued to depend on the patronage of local elites for the
forest products they needed.

From 1990–PresentFrom 1990–PresentFrom 1990–PresentFrom 1990–PresentFrom 1990–Present

In 1990, following the people’s movement and the disbanding of the panchayat
system, the political system based on parties was restored in the country. Since then
civil societies organisations, especially NGOs, have emerged at the national and
local levels. Many NGOs are actively involved in presenting issues of grassroots and
national concerns to the government and general public. Some have focused on
debates regarding the country’s natural resources, including forests, should be used
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and managed. Some have even started to advocate for local communities’ use
rights in forests, especially the rights of those living in and around protected areas,
and to initiate community forestry in the tarai region. Political reform and the
emergence of civil society organizations added new dimensions to the debate on
ways in which how the country’s forest resources should be managed and used, and
opened the possibility for the formation of new alliances among the different forest
stakeholders.

So too did changes in the donor community. The end of superpower competi-
tion in the region meant that donors did not feel the same pressure to please the
government and could take a more critical stand towards its policies and the imple-
mentation of those policies. Of course, increased environmental concerns, espe-
cially with respect to global warming and biodiversity loss, have led many donor
agencies to put greater focus on the management of national parks and other pro-
tected areas, rather than on rural development. Some key field projects (especially
Nepal Australia Community Resource Management Project, Nepal Swiss Com-
munity Forestry Project, and the UK Government Supported Livelihood and For-
estry Programme) have continued to concentrate on community forestry activities,
however, and have become increasingly concerned about reports that community
forestry has had little positive impact on the lives of rural community members,
especially the poorer households.50  These field projects have begun working with
some of the most dynamic NGOs, taking advantage of their knowledge of commu-
nity problems and needs, to promote community forestry as a means to rural devel-
opment for the poorest peasant farmers.

During this period, the government maintained the community forestry policy
and recognized the use rights of local communities to the forests, both within and
outside the protected areas. It also passed the new Forest Act in 1993 and issued bylaws
to implement the act, which is more in line with the democratic principles, with
control and authority for community forest management vested in the local commu-
nity. Just as importantly, a growing number of government foresters began expressing
the view, shared by many of the newly formed NGOs, that community forestry should
promote rural development for poor farmers and not be focused on environmental
protection alone.51  Such views threatened the existing alliance between Forest De-
partment officials and local elites, based as it was on limiting peasant access to forests,
preserving the benefits of forest harvesting for department officials and the govern-
ment, and creating opportunities for patronage for local elites.

However, these new voices within the Forestry Department were not necessarily
the most influential. For example, it took more than two years for the Forest Depart-
ment to approve a proposal to initiate forest user group–based sawmills, and was
allowed under the condition that no such proposal would be considered in the
future.52  Old views on the need to limit peasant access to forests were still wide-
spread. A comment from one senior government forest is typical: “Today commu-
nity forestry in Nepal is not the same as it was in the late 1970s and early 1980s when
I was actively involved in its promotion in the field. I was, and am still, more
concerned for the greening of the hills region. To me not only is the concept of
‘forest user groups’ new, but also that the growing view to allow such groups to use
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forests for purposes beyond subsistence needs is alarming. Opening up the recov-
ered forests for commercial utilisation by rural communities may well lead to the
rapid exploitation of the resource, hence back to the previous situation.”53

As in the 1950s, the 1990s have been characterized by political instability at both
national and local levels. In the last ten years or so, there have been eight govern-
ments, all formed by two major political parties (Nepali Congress and United
Marxist-Leninist), often in coalition with other smaller parties. Consequently, the
people in the government have mostly been engaged in lobbying with other politi-
cal parties and foreign donor agencies for support, rather than developing strategies
for nation building.

The problem has extended to the forest sector, as government officials have
failed to come up with forestry programs that could make community forestry
policies, including those outlined in the new Forest Act, effective. As a result, the
Forest Department staff, specifically those who oppose any loss of department
control over forests, generally have been able to avoid pressure for reform. They
have continued to work with local elites to limit peasant access to forests, preserv-
ing for themselves the authority over the resource, and maintaining opportunities
for patronage for local elites.

With many government officials taking a conservative position on community
forestry, their relationships deteriorated with those donors and NGOs demanding a
change in how community forestry was being implemented. The Forest Depart-
ment staff increasingly refused to cooperate with these donors and NGOs. In re-
sponse, some NGOs, such as Women Acting Together for Change (WATCH), began
building alliances with local village representatives and forest user committees to
put pressure on the Forest Department. When some field projects expressed the
potential for initiating networking among the forest user groups, the NGOs saw this as
another opportunity to tackle the Forest Department’s resistance. They identified
politically motivated forest user groups (FUG) chairpersons and helped them form a
Federation of Community Forest Users Nepal (FECOFUN) in 1994. The stated objec-
tive of FECOFUN is to network among forest user groups and mobilize members to
demand changes in the policy and practice of community forestry.54  Not long
after, WATCH and some other NGOs also formed a task force, the Terai Community
Forestry Action Team (TECOFAT), to put pressure on the government and Forest
Department to initiate community forestry programs in the tarai region.

Given the existing alliances between government foresters and local elites, one
might have expected the latter group to oppose the work of the NGOs and FECOFUN.
This was not the case, however, as these local representatives/elites saw an opportu-
nity to further their political goals. Many have taken advantage of their influence to
secure positions in FECOFUN and use the organization as a platform from which to
lobby the government. Indeed, most FECOFUN executives at the national, regional,
and district levels spend most of their time building relations with the political
parties of their own ideologies, rather than consulting its forest user group members
and developing strategies for networking. Many of the FECOFUN executives have
been nominated by different political parties in the district and local elections.
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Although the executives have had reasonable success in presenting the FECOFUN

as an organization to represent the concerns of the poorer forest users and to win the
confidence of some national NGOs and field projects, they are far from making a
significant impact on the practice of community forestry. This is partly because the
FECOFUN is still a new organization. A more important reason, however, is that
FECOFUN has little support from the majority of the forest user group members. The
main problem is that the concept of FECOFUN was conceived and initiated by a few
NGOs and field projects, and was imposed on the forest user groups. There was not
enough effort to facilitating the process and let it emerge from user groups them-
selves. The majority of peasant farmers are unaware of the formation of FECOFUN, let
alone its roles and functions. When the process of establishing a community for-
estry in a village is started (e.g., defining forest users, forest boundaries, negotiation
for the use and protection of forests, and writing operational plans), most formal
interactions take place between the elite representatives of the forest user groups
and Forest Department field staff. FECOFUN is rarely included in these activities, nor
are they included in the agenda of the subsequent meetings and assemblies of the
individual forest user groups. Many user group members are unaware that their
group’s chairperson or vice chairperson sits as an executive for FECOFUN at the dis-
trict and subdistrict levels. Fewer still understand the role of their group in FECOFUN.
The alliance among donors, NGOs and peasant farmers has thus failed to meet
expectations. Though tangible gains have been made from the efforts of these
groups in some communities, in many others, local elites have taken control of
community forestry institutions, including FECOFUN, and are using them to pursue
their own political and material interests.

The relations between the government and donor agencies have persisted, al-
though they are not as strong as in the previous period, as donors are freer to be
critical of the government following the end of the cold war. The Forest Depart-
ment continues to work closely with local representatives/elites, who have retained
significant control over community forestry institutions such as the forest user groups
and FECOFUN. At the same time, an alliance among field projects, NGOs, and FECOFUN

executives has developed to put pressure on the government and especially the
Forest Department. Unfortunately, local elites exert significant control over FECOFUN,
such that the alliance does not provide as much help as it could to peasant farmers.
In many areas, local elites define the issues of concern to communities, control
project funds, and ultimately determine peasant access to the forest, though in-
creasingly through the decisions of FECOFUN and forest user group committees.

ConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusionConclusion

Summarizing the discussions so far, despite a number of important policy changes
over the years, a set of alliances and patron-client relations have generally persisted
throughout the history of Nepal. These relations have allowed local elites to act as
gatekeepers for peasant access to forests, and to capture many of the benefits associ-
ated with forest protection and management. While the persistence of these relations,
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and their negative effect on peasant farmers, there are several other points that can
be drawn from the history of community forestry policy and practice in Nepal.

Forests: A Source of Wealth, Power, Prestige, and a Means of Livelihood

Forests are a symbol of wealth, power, and prestige in society, as well as a means of
livelihood and a resource. Successive government used the forest to stay in power
and to use the forest to generate income to support the government administration.
Local government functionaries and the Forest Department officials treated the
forest as a means to secure power and prestige. For them, protecting the forest meant
keeping their government job, and with it the power and prestige associated with
controlling access to resources vital to peasant livelihoods. Finally, local elites,
later local representatives to the government, have long understood the power
associated with controlling land and forests. Since Nepal’s period of unification
(1743–1846), these elites have tried to capture as much good quality land and forest
as possible. In doing so, they have made dependants of peasant farmers, who ex-
changed crop shares, labor, and political support for access to the forests.

As land has been the main (often the only) means of livelihoods and as most
agricultural and forest lands have been in control of the local landlords/elites, the
peasant farmers had no choice but to continue to depend on these local landlords
for their livelihoods.

Shifting Control over Forests and Changes in Power Relations

The government has tried to corner most forest income for itself, even at the ex-
pense of other stakeholders’ interests. This has forced other stakeholders to manipu-
late the government’s stated policy to protect their own interests. When the level of
policy manipulation reaches the point where the government’s own interests are
affected, the government changes policy, shifting control over forests from one
stakeholder to another with whom its interest is better secured. For example, prior
to the 1950s, Nepal’s rulers placed forests under the control of local functionaries,
who took responsibility for managing forests and assured that taxes were paid. In the
1950s, under pressure to limit the power of these local elites, the government na-
tionalized the forests and vested control of them in the Forest Department. The
department then assured that the government received a large share of forest rev-
enues, while taking on the difficult task of limiting peasant demands on the forest.
Then in the 1970s, the government took the control over the resource away from the
Forest Department staff and placed it with the local communities. As we have seen,
this does not mean that the government has given up its interests in the forests. The
Forest Department still controls forests in the areas with the most valuable timber,
such as the tarai. Moreover, by forming alliances with local political representatives
as leaders of forest user groups and FECOFUN, the government assures that it maintains
some control even in areas where community forestry has been established.

The shift in the locus of control over forests has, in turn, resulted in changes in the
existing power relations between stakeholders. For example, prior to the 1950s, the
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peasant relationships with the state government gradually became weak as more
lands came under the control of the birta and jagir owners, as well as local govern-
ment functionaries. The local government functionaries and birta owners gradu-
ally became more powerful than the government/ruler in the rural areas. The
government responded with the Birta Abolition Act and Forest Nationalisation Act
in the 1950s. These acts reduced the power of local elites in favour of the newly
created Forest Department, though local elites remained important actors in man-
aging and protecting forest resources.

Similarly, the Forest Department staff ’s authority over the use of forests was in
turn reduced when the government introduced community forestry in the 1970s.
The Forest Department staff, which were the most powerful stakeholders from the
1950s to the mid 1970s, were no longer as powerful with the advent of community
forestry. NGOs picked up some of the power and influence lost by the Forest Depart-
ment, as did donors who were in a position to oppose government policy following
the end of the cold war.

Adjustments, Compromises, Alliances, and Persistence of Patron-Client Relations

Shifting levels of power among stakeholder led most to try to form alliances with
each other to secure their own positions. Following the issuance of Birta Abolition
and Forest Nationalisation Acts in the 1950s, the local government functionaries
turned local landlords and Forest Department staff were put in a situation whereby
neither could protect its interests without the other. They formed an alliance that
kept foresters’ jobs secure while preserving the role of local elites in regulating forest
access. Similarly, the introduction of community forestry policy in the 1970s per-
suaded some Forest Department staff to make alliances with the field projects
supported by outside donor agencies, in order to gain access to the benefits associ-
ated with foreign-funded projects. After 1990, the national government–donor agency
alliance, which reached its peak in the 1980s, began giving way to new alliances
between donor agencies and NGOs. Similarly, strong relations between the Forest
Department and field projects are being replaced by a new field project–NGO alli-
ance. Field projects and NGOs have, in turn, helped spark the development of
FECOFUN.

The process of adjustments and alliance development often preserved patron-
client relations at the local level. For example, despite the Birta Abolition and
Forest Nationalisation Acts of the 1950s, and even the community forestry policy of
the 1970s, the patron-client relations between the local landlords and peasant farm-
ers have endured. Local functionaries/landlords/elites have had to secure political
positions themselves in every period discussed, using financial and political re-
sources accrued from earlier periods to pressure and persuade peasants to accept
them as their leaders. From these positions, they have determined how policy has
been implemented, and who would get access to forests on what terms.

Interestingly, the peasant farmers figure quite prominently in the stated objec-
tives of all policy and project documents by the national government, donor agen-
cies and Forest Department related to forestry. The NGOs, FECOFUN executives, and
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even the local village representatives/elites have always advocated the importance
of forests and trees for the livelihoods of the peasant farmers. Yet this is the very
group that has always been marginalized in the process of developing alliances.
Peasant farmers have rarely been consulted while developing these forest user group
and FECOFUN documents. Community forestry regulations limit peasant access to
forests and assure them few benefits from the uses that are allowed. The rhetoric of
community forestry has not matched its practice.

Implications for Future Policy Action

The forest policy-making process has been flawed. The national government has
formed policies without consulting other stakeholders, primarily to meet its own
political and economic goals. Other powerful stakeholders have in turn manipu-
lated the government policy actions to serve their own interests by forming alli-
ances with one another and making adjustments in their own positions.
Consequently, the country’s forest resources and peasants living conditions contin-
ued to deteriorate—the very problem that the community forestry has been set to
address.

The objectives of sustainable forest resource management and rural develop-
ment cannot be achieved just by having devolution and decentralization policies
in place and emphasizing people’s participation. Statements of intent and alli-
ances may not be as important in determining the action of stakeholders as unstated
objectives. Therefore, we need to reconsider the whole approach to looking at the
forest, the people, the policy, and the implementation of policy on the ground. Any
solution to the problem of forest degradation and peasants’ livelihoods must first
develop an understanding of the various stakeholders’ social, economic, and politi-
cal objectives (both stated and unstated), complex relationships between them,
and the extent to which the policies for access to, and control over, forest resources
influence these objectives and relationships. Such a solution should take into ac-
count the likely responses of each stakeholder on the policy actions and the likely
impact, both positive and negative, of each stakeholder’s actions on other stake-
holders and on the forest resources. In the case of Nepal, that means looking more
closely at the kinds of alliances and patron-client relations that have limited the
positive effect of community forestry on peasant farmers.

YYYYY. B. Malla . B. Malla . B. Malla . B. Malla . B. Malla is Lecturer and Course Director for the MSc Participatory Forest
Management and Extension, Department of International and Rural Develop-
ment, University of Reading, United Kingdom.
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