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Introduction  

Naya S. Paudel, Hemant Ojha, Mani Ram Banjade, Rahul Karki, and Sujata Tamang 

Nepalôs community forestry has entered a new crossroads 

 Since the formal inception of community forestry (CF) in the 80s, socio-economic and political 

contexts in Nepal have changed enormously. CF was initially designed to meet the twin goals of 

conserving forests and improving the livelihoods of local communities, in the context of integrated 

subsistence farming of which forests were, and in many rural areas still are, an integral part. The 

early version of CF was emerged in the aftermath of the so-called Himalayan degradation crisis in 

the 60s. The debate on Himalayan degradation exposed the weaknesses of forest nationalisation 

policies and attracted international attention to explore alternative solutions. A series of policy 

changes have been enacted to reverse the nationalisation policy of the 60s, bringing local 

communities back to the centre stage of local forest management. Over these six decades, CF has 

evolved from an initial small-scale, subsistence-oriented practice to a variety of community-based 

forest management modalities, accommodating changing preferences of local people and forest 

sector priorities. Figure 1 provides a schematic presentation of the change of contexts around CF 

in Nepal. 

 

 

Figure 1. A schematic presentation of how community forestry context has changed between the 80s and 

2020s (Source: Ojha 2020)1 

It is widely accepted that CF has since evolved into a robust system of community based natural 

resources management, with legally secure devolution of forest rights to local communities 

through a legally recognised and perpetually self-governed institution. Over 22,000 registered 

groups operate across the country, benefitting 16.6 million population through more active and 

                                                      
1  Ojha, H. 2020. Presentation to chapters authors for reframing community forestry report (virtual), 25 August, 

2020 
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sustainable management of over 1.8 million hectares of forest areas. CF has been now 

acknowledged as one of the most successful development programs in the country. In recent 

years, however, there is a growing level of frustration about the lack of vitality and dynamism in 

this program of global reputation. Concerns over efficacy and impact have been raised by CF 

leaders, frontline government staff, and its large base of supporters.  A large body of research has 

also emerged confirming that CF’s contribution to the livelihoods of people is currently much less 

than its total potential. Even biodiversity conservation outcomes have not been as satisfactory as 

anticipated. Practitioners and researchers report that local CF institutions have become passive. 

These issues have emerged not from small number of unsuccessful cases but as a result of some 

fundamental shifts in the context. Research and practical insights have both demonstrated that 

the very socio-environmental foundations on which CF was instituted have changed.  

Demographic dynamics, income levels and agricultural practices have changed substantially, often 

creating a mismatch between what CF can deliver and what local communities expect from it. A 

key question that has risen is whether CF can continue to ignore the expectations of the 

unemployed youths who have fled the country for menial jobs abroad. More recently, there is an 

emerging trend of youth going back to their villages following the Corona Virus Pandemic (COVID-

19). CF is, thus, facing new pressures for change, and perhaps its conventional model has become 

obsolete in the new context.   

This doesn’t mean the age of community-based approach is over. Some of the founding principles 

of CF, such as the devolution of rights and the legally recognised engagement of communities in 

collective resources management, still remain valid. But, the issue of what model and framework 

of CF can deliver better has surfaced. For instance, questions are being raised as to whether and 

how CF can deliver market-oriented management of forests, in an equitable and sustainable way.  

There are also concerns as to how CF system can remain resilient to climate change.  

In such a rapidly changing context, it has become urgent to revisit and refine CF so that it remains 

fully attuned to the changing context and becomes more relevant in the future. We note that 

within Nepal there are quite contested views about the pros and cons of CF, and hence, there is a 

need to take a neutral approach to assess the relevance of the current modality of CF. To do this, 

we convened a group of about 47 experts specialising on different aspects of CF to produce a 

synthesis of evidence on the state of CF to inform areas of CF revitalisation (See the list of 

contributors). The expert panel has investigated the areas of CF that require adjustment, and has 

made strategic recommendations to allow the CF system to adapt in the new context.  This paper 

is an overview and introduction to this report containing several thematic chapters written by the 

expert group.  

This report synthesises major scientific research on Nepal’s CF that has been produced over the 

past two to three decades. The evidence is used to critically examine the assumptions, policy 

prescriptions, institutional modality, and practices to identify ways through which CF needs to be 

restructured to deliver economic, social, and sustainability goals, more effectively. The review 

framework follows a simple logic: establishing the current situation, explaining what is driving the 

current situation, and then exploring options for revitalisation (schematically outlined in Figure 2).  
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Figure 2. Logical outline of the collaborative review (Source: authors) 

The review has been divided into seven themes and each thematic chapter has a group of 6-10 

co-authors bringing rich and diverse knowledges about CF. The process of the review started with 

an invitation to participate, followed by a series of authors’ workshops. The draft chapters by the 

thematic teams were subjected to rigorous review by the editorial team. Chapters were revised 

in response to the comments and were edited by the editorial team.  

Challenges and drivers 

This expert review has identified six significant challenges for CF in the changing context. First, the 

regulatory and administrative requirements for preparing operational plans, forest management, 

harvesting, trading and transporting have become burdensome for communities and traders alike. 

Consequently, compliance with legal requirements is low. Second, returns from forest 

management are miniscule, uncertain, limited to only highly resourceful community forest user 

groups (CFUGs) and do not reach to the household level. Therefore, community forests, by and 

large, do not provide incentives for local communities to invest additional time and resources to 

management. Third, as a consequence of limited incentives, and the availability of other political 

spaces in the new federal republic, CF is losing the attraction from local people as a form of 

collective action platform.  Even the core institutional functions such as general assemblies have 

become mere rituals or been completely non-existent.  Fourth, in a number of cases, poor 

participation and weak institutional functions have further exacerbated gender inequality and 

social exclusion. Fifth, continued and gradual alienation of CF from the local political and 

development discourse has substantially reduced investments in forest management, allowing 

forests to turn into dense thickets. Sixth, as a result, there is widespread problem of human-

wildlife conflict, driving farmers away from agriculture and in many cases inducing outmigration. 

The following five drivers have contributed to these challenges.  
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Out-migration and changing demography 

Nepal has one of the highest outmigration and urbanisation rates in the worldi. Though 

outmigration in search of employment and better income is a historical phenomenon in Nepal’s 

context, the modern form of labour outmigration started mainly after 1990 and has constantly 

increased till today. Data shows that 76% of the out-migrants are aged between 15 and 34 years, 

and 91.3% of the out-migrants are menii. Apart from international outmigration, a significant 

population is under permanent or temporary migration to Kathmandu and other urban centres.  

The demographic group that is still residing in their original homes is comprised mainly of children, 

the elderly and women, resulting in the feminisation of the rural landscape. This has resulted in a 

significant scarcity of labour for economic activities such as farming, off-farm activities, forest 

related activities and even social activities such as wedding, funerals and other ceremonies. There 

is also a challenge in finding younger people who can take leadership roles in CF institutions. 

Therefore, the leadership positions of many CFUGs are now occupied by people who reside and 

work, mostly, in the cities. Evidently, this also demonstrates the challenge of leadership transfer. 

Changing livelihoods and forest-people relations   

Since the 1990s the country experienced a gradual but significant shift away from subsistence 

farming, in which the farm and forest were closely integrated. We now have a much more diverse 

household-income portfolio, with the adoption of chemical and mechanised farming with 

manufactured inputs and other off-farm activitiesiii. The availability of market substitutes for 

forest-products and services has also contributed to this shift. For example, as farmers increasingly 

prefer improved breeds of buffalo and cow, they use factory made feed. Similarly, the introduction 

of small portable tractors has largely replaced oxen for ploughing fields and thereby decreased 

the need for grazing or collection of grass/fodder. Thus farm-forest links are now very weak as 

farmers dependency on forests for fodder, leaflitter, fuelwood and farming implements has 

decreased sharply. With the increased stream of income coming from remittance, commercial 

farming, trade and business, the traditional modes of subsistence farming have gradually become 

marginalised. Accordingly, the diverse and intricate interaction with forest resources has 

weakened.  The decreasing share of forests’ contribution to the household economy and 

livelihoods has weakened community forest members’ interests in investing in forest 

management.   

Increasing market interface and opportunities  

The increased interface with the market has changed the use of forest products, society’s 

perceptions of forests and demand for selected forest products. With the expansion of road 

networks, monetisation of the economy and inflow of manufactured goods, the rural communities 

are increasingly transacting with the market. There has been a massive inflow of food, 

construction materials (such as iron rods, cement, aluminiumiv, pre-fabs (corrugated sheets), and 

plastic fibres. These have significantly substituted forest-based construction materials and home-

made threads, brooms, basketsv.  

The social value of forests is shifting along with changing objective conditions of its use. The 

changing economy, urbanisation and increased exposure to global/national market and media 

have changed people’s perception of forests and social value given to different components of 
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forest products and services. In urban and peri-urban areas the protection of water sources has 

become a more imperative justification for forest management. There is an increased appreciation 

of and willingness to pay for ecosystem services (e.g., water, greenery and wildlife), natural 

products (wood carvings, non-timber forest products-NTFPs, Medicinal and Aromatic Plants-

MAPs) and certified products (sustainably managed forests from indigenous people and local 

communities). Consequently, there is an increased market for timber, selected medicinal and 

aromatic plans and recreational services.  

However, these changing values have a class dimension too. Usually there are well-off groups with 

employment and income coming from outside agriculture, who can also afford alternative sources 

of energy and prefer to use modern furniture. On the other hand, poor and marginalised groups 

who continue to rely on traditional forest products such as grass, fodder and fuelwood have a 

weak influence on CFUG decisions. Unfortunately, quite often, well-off groups influence the 

decisions on management priorities of the CFUGs. Consequently, many CFUGs now operate 

according to the changing preferences of the dominant socio-ecological group.  

Community forestry meets the global environmental agenda  

During the last 10-12 years, particularly since Nepal began to be actively involved in the United 

Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC) process, ‘climate change’ has 

dominated public discourses on the environment. The media, politicians, bureaucrats, and the 

public at large is gradually buying this discourse. In this process, the discourse also entered into 

government policiesvi, redefining the objectives and priorities of forest management. Forests are 

now essential elements of our national mitigation and adaptation strategies.  

At the same time, the Ministry of Forest and Environment (MoFE)’s motto of ‘forestry for 

prosperity’ and the introduction of ‘scientific forestry’ were brought to materialise the forests’ 

economic potential. As a result, the CF is now subject to multiple and sometimes competing 

agendas of ‘prosperity and economic growth’ vs. sustainability. The sustainable vs scientific forest 

management debate, which led to the formation of three powerful high-level review commissions 

that finally revoked the scientific forestry is a case in pointvii.  It appears that CF has become a 

battle ground between the paradigms of economic growth and the environmental resilience, and 

that these agendas will continue to influence its future direction. 

New federal democratic system of governance  

Since the beginning of the Maoist-led insurgency, Nepal lacked legitimate local governments, since 

there were no elected political representatives at the local level. The CFUGs were the most 

widespread and functional institutions at the local level, providing the direly needed platforms for 

local political exercise. CFUGs and Federation of Community Forestry Users Nepal (FECOFUN) 

attracted local social and political leaders who raised the profile of community forests. Almost 

every development programme used CFUGs as the key institutional vehicles for various 

development interventions. Apart from governing and managing forest resources, they also 

served the most pressing economic and social needs of the communitiesviii. Consequently, they 

gained strong legitimacy and recognition, not only among local communities but also among 

stakeholders from the state, market and civil society.  
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Figure 3. Community forestry in changing political system (Source: Ojha, 20192) 

 

However, with the new Constitution and election, a large section of CF leadership became 

involved with political parties and many got electedix. With this the locus of power-exercise shifted 

towards local governments and party committees. Similarly, financial cooperatives have also 

gradually assumed active roles in local social and economic activities. Political leaders have 

opportunities in promotion of their ranks and profile, or to serve as representatives at local 

governments as well as provincial and federal parliaments. In this context, assuming leadership 

roles in CF might reduce their chances of being promoted within political party hierarchies. Today, 

there is a sense among the CF leaders of being marginalised and cornered in terms of influencing 

larger socio-economic and political decisions, and rather feel that they are limited to forest 

managementx. This is likely to get worse in the future. Decreasing interests in assuming CFUG 

leadership has become widespread, which poses a serious challenge to the future of CF.  This calls 

for serious work towards exploring a working niche for CFUGs and new modes of partnership with 

the local government, among others.   

 

                                                      
2  Ojha, H. 2019. How can Nepal’s community forestry be adapted to new federal system? Setopati, 11 March, 

2019.  
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Options for revitalisation  

Our review of practical and policy discourses around CF has uncovered three potential directions 

for change, commonly put on the table by the stakeholders.   

Direction 1: Strengthen government roles in community forestry 

Strengthening the role of government, especially of the provincial and local governments, is 

sometimes argued as a potential measure to rescue CF. This direction of change is advanced on 

the premises that: i) CFUGs have become passive in the management of community forests; ii) 

CFUGs leaders are engaged in corruption and misappropriation of resources; iii) CFUGs have not 

been able to engage in commercial or scientific management of forests; iv) there is currently no 

explicit role of government or Divisional Forest Offices (DFO) in the management of forests. 

Overall, this argument is based on the view that CFUG’s inability to locally govern and manage 

themselves obviously invites external intervention by the state.  

A frequently suggested solution, mostly coming from forest officials, is the enforcement of more 

stringent rules and administrative requirements to ensure CFUGs function well. Many in this 

school of thought believe that there is an over-devolution of rights to CFUGs. They argue, 

community forests will be better managed through co-management between the government and 

communities so ‘we must be there to educate and control them’. Further, it is argued that the CF 

model was primarily meant for subsistence use, but now communities do not have the needed 

capacity to pursue contemporary aspirations for commercial timber production and marketing. A 

common and often quietly suggested solution from this perspective is to limit the existing 

institutional and operational autonomy of the CFUGs.  

However, this proposal is neither desirable nor feasible for three reasons: First, there is 

unequivocal evidence and widespread perception that centralised, bureaucratic control of forest 

management alienates local communities, ultimately resulting in resource degradation. 

Established theories on collective action3, international lessons on community-based forestry, 

and our own experience of CF4, do not support the argument for more active government control. 

Second, currently, the government forest technicians are struggling to provide even minimal 

oversight and technical services to CFUGs. If they were to assume expanded management roles, 

our Forest Agency may need a substantial increase in human and financial resources and the 

government would need to invest heavily in the forestry sector. There is neither the capacity to 

increase investment nor can it be justified against the demands made by competing sectors. Given 

pressing developmental aspirations and the urgent need to support infrastructure and other 

sectors, forestry will not become a priority sector for the government. Third, there is no guarantee 

                                                      
3  Agrawal, A. 2001. Common Property Institutions and Sustainable Governance of Resources. World Development, 

29(10), : 1649-1672; Ostrom, E. (1991). Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective 
Action. In Political Economy of Institutions and Decisions. Cambridge University Press. https://doi.org/DOI: 
10.1017/CBO9780511807763 

4  Thoms, C. A. (2008). Community control of resources and the challenge of improving local livelihoods: A critical 
examination of community forestry in Nepal. Geoforum, 39(3), 1452–1465. 
https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2008.01.006; Ojha, H.R., Khatri, D.B., Shrestha, K.K., 
Bhattarai, B., Baral, J.C., Basnett, B.S., Goutam, K., Sunam, R., Banjade, M.R., Jana, S., Bushley, B., Dhungana, S.P. 
and Paudel, D.  2016. Can Evidence and Voice Influence Policy? A Critical Assessment of Nepal's Forestry Sector 
Strategy, 2014, Society & Natural Resources, 29:3, 357-373 

https://doi.org/https:/doi.org/10.1016/j.geoforum.2008.01.006
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that greater government involvement in CF management can actually fix the problems which are 

used to justify the increased involvement of the government.  

In general, restricting the rights of community institutions simply leads to further alienation, and 

this may push community forests to open access, inevitably resulting in resource degradation5. 

Bureaucratisation of CFUGs will increase the demand for formal, bureaucratic practice, which will 

automatically increase transaction costs and make no economic rationale for most of the CFUGs 

to continue their operations. Furthermore, imposing such a stringent practice demands strong 

monitoring and oversight roles from the Divisional Forest Office which may not be met through 

the current institutional capacity of DFO, particularly with the existing human resources. Above 

all, CF can be appealing to local communities only when it generates income and employment in 

a sustainable basis, which requires stronger rights and tenure security to communities and 

individuals managing it. When rights are insecure or weak, community investment in forests 

cannot be expected, which will lead to further alienation of communities from forests. It may 

further discourage active management, trade and enterprises which is the central goal of CF and 

the nation as a whole.  Therefore, imposing more stringent rules cannot be a desirable strategy to 

address many of the current governance challenges in CF.  

Direction 2: Convert community forestry into a small-scale private sector  

Inviting private sector as a key player has become one of the highly discussed proposals in recent 

years. In fact, the private sector is already assuming several important roles formally or informally. 

For example, private sector actors support the preparation of operational plans, harvesting and 

transporting the products through formal or informal arrangements. Similarly, many CFUG owned 

enterprises are contracted out to private actors for management and operations. There are 

several additional areas where the role of private sector can be increased without compromising 

CFUG ownership and autonomy. In fact, emerging forest policies have also increasingly favoured 

and formalised such CFUG-private sector partnership.  

However, a complete replacement of CFUG-led management of forest by the private sector is 

unlikely in the near future mainly for four reasons: First, despite the changing forest-people 

relations discussed above, there are still intensive and complex interactions of CF members with 

different aspects of forest biomass which cannot be handled by a private company. In other words, 

interactions between local people and forest ecosystems are not purely driven by an economic 

logic, as there are cultural, social and spiritual values underpinning such interactions. Second, the 

private sector will be opportunistic and will likely choose to engage only in profitable areas such 

as harvesting and selling of valuable timber/NTFPs. It won’t be interested in replenishing the 

resources, employing unskilled local labour, or paying for the institutional costs of CFUGs. Third, 

CF is not too appealing to the private sector due to the uncertainty of regulatory/administrative 

behaviour and the smaller size of the business inevitably connected to scattered forest patches 

across mountains and values, thus preventing a private sector operation to achieve the required 

economy of scale to generate profits. Fourth, there are heavy environmental risks with such 

arrangements, so local communities and the state are less likely to endorse private sector 

replacement of CF.     

                                                      
5  Hardin, G. (1968). The Tragedy of Commons. Science, 162(3859), 1243-1248 
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Direction 3: Provide radical autonomy to CFUGs  

Community forestry rights advocacy groups often argue that a clear, comprehensive and secure 

tenure is the answer for these challenges. This means expanding the autonomy to choose different 

management options, giving communities a stronger bargaining power in the market, and 

reducing transaction costs, especially by substantially reducing regulatory and administrative 

requirements. Key reasons to relax these requirements are to increase CFUG autonomy in 

management decisions, planning and implementation, promoting participation and increased 

income due to reduced transaction costs.  The overall idea behind these is that CFUGs are capable 

to deliver forest management and livelihoods if given radical autonomy from the state.  

However, many of the broader drivers (highlighted above) that are shaping forest-people relations 

are beyond the issue of forest tenure and regulations. Note that people are abandoning cultivation 

on their private lands (with the strongest tenure arrangements), largely due to labour and 

productivity related factors. This provides good evidence for why stronger tenure alone is 

insufficient to attract people to investing in community forest management. There needs to be a 

comprehensive and coordinated effort from multiple actors to bring the forest economy to the 

fore front, along with capacitating and supporting communities to realise benefits from active and 

equitable forest management. Of course, communities need more secure resource rights and an 

enabling regulatory environment, but that alone does not overcome the fundamental drivers 

leading to many challenges which CF is facing.     

Exploring revitalisation options: The need for a comprehensive 

review 

As editors of this report, we believe that neither of the above-mentioned policy directions 

are adequate to take CF forward in the changing context. At this juncture of CF 

development journey in Nepal, there is a need to deeply and fundamentally explore the 

challenges CF is facing, by situating the local level practices of CF in the wider political, 

economic, and environmental changes that have taken place (and still continue to unfold) 

in Nepal over the past three decades. We also believe collating insights from various 

aspects of CF require a collaborative work among the experts and practitioners 

specialising on various components. Based on this premise, 44 experts and CF 

practitioners undertook a comprehensive review in the seven themes: policy and legal 

framework, community institutions and collective action, biodiversity and ecosystem 

services, climate change, forest management/silviculture and agroforestry, forest 

enterprises and marketing, changing forestry interests, and social equity and gender. 

Author groups were asked to review and analyse how changing contexts are impacting CF 

and to identify what strategies need to be adopted to reinvigorate and transform CF in 

the light of profound changes in the context. The reminder of this report presents these 

thematic chapters, before we get back again to highlight key messages for revitalisation 

of CF in the concluding section.  
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Community forestry policy and legal framework 

Ganga Dahal, Yam Malla, Bharat K. Pokharel, Dil Raj Khanal, Popular Gentle, and Dinesh Paudel 

Introduction 

Nepal’s community forest policies, acts and regulations provide unique example of policy and legal 

processes that have generated both positive and negative environmental and social outcomes. 

Community forestry policies and regulatory frameworks evolved substantially since its inception 

in the mid-1970s, and offer considerable insights for forest sector governance in Nepal and 

globally. This chapter analyses how the community forestry policy and regulatory framework 

evolved over the last 40 years or so and, in particular, how it continued to evolve under different 

political system –from absolute authoritarian monarchy and party-less panchayat political system 

(1957-1990), multi-party democratic system (1990-2006), and to the democratic federal republic 

system (since 2006). The chapter then postulates how the future of community forestry will hold 

in the new context of federalism with three spheres of government (federal, provincial and local) 

that bear certain exclusive and concurrent powers over forest governance. It also presents the 

situation whether or to what extent the policy and regulatory frameworks were responsive to 

address the evolving socio-economic, political and other environmental issues over time. Finally, 

it analyses the current regulatory framework, discusses the caveats in the framework and 

potential implications to community rights and forest health, and offers specific recommendations 

forestry policies and regulatory framework that deemed necessary for better future of community 

forestry in Nepal.  

As a means of dealing with environmental crisis, the long tradition of collective action in governing 

natural resources and organizing everyday social lives in the Himalayas provided a basis for 

community forestry policy and program in Nepal. In addition, participatory development discourse 

of the 1970s added impetus to conceptualize rationalize and implement community forestry as a 

participatory development program. The program essentially adopted approaches to involve local 

people in the protection and regeneration of perceived degraded mountain landscapes across mid 

hills as a response to the so-called Theory of Himalayan Environmental Degradation (Ives & 

Messerli, 1989).  

The community forestry program was backed by international development partners and donors 

(Aryal & Angelsen, 2015; Edmunds & Wollenberg, 2003). Initially, donors implemented large scale 

forest plantation programs throughout the country to stabilise the mountain slopes. During the 

Panchayat Regime, the Master Plan of Forestry Sector was prepared in 1988, which provided a 

strong policy back up and framework for establishing community forestry as a priority program. 

Meanwhile, reinstatement of the democratic polity in 1990 raised popular aspirations for forest 

tenure reform resulting into the promulgation of a number of milestone policies and regulations 

such as Forest Policy 1991, Forest Act 1993, and Forest Regulations 1995 (Ojha & Kanel, 2005), 

which devolved certain rights to local communities to manage, protect and use forest resources. 

These policy reforms were instrumental in expanding community forestry throughout Nepal and 

successfully restoring the degraded forest land mobilising a large number of communities (Hobley, 

1996, 2001).    
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Expanding civic space and networking of CFUGs is considered as a key aspect of community 

forestry in Nepal as multi-party democracy extended an opportunity to establish and promote civil 

society groups and networks (Malla, 2000).  Among the plethora of Non-governmental 

Organizations (NGOs) and networks established, FECOCUN Nepal emerged as one of the largest 

civil society movement in Nepal, which advocates for community rights over forest governance in 

Nepal. The stakeholder landscape also evolved over the years in community forestry, notably 

involvement of civil society, networks, academia and media have been playing critical role in 

community forestry development. They together with private sector players helped in building 

capacity and empowering forest user groups (Pokharel et al., 2007).  In sum, the evolution of 

community forestry of Nepal can be characterised by the following seven trends:  

¶ Traditional and indigenous practice of protecting and managing forest resources by local 

people in the hills and mountains of Nepal 

¶ Community forestry for basic needs of local people 

¶ CF for strengthening and empowering  institutions through decentralisation 

¶ Multi-stakeholder partnership and building social capital 

¶ Entrepreneurship development and generation of local employment  

¶ CF for livelihoods and prosperity  

¶ Expansion of environmental services and Reducing Emission from Deforestation and 

Forest Degradation (REDD+) 

Current status of community forestry policies and regulatory frameworks 

In the federal republic Nepal, the constitutional and legal processes are in influx, where 

decentralization and recentralization of power are happening simultaneously. Federal structure is 

devolving state power to the provinces and local communities, but at the same time community 

rights are undermined. For example, forestry sector strategy 2016, Forest Policy 2019, and the 

Forest Act 2019 were recently promulgated and aimed at advancing community forestry through 

devolving more rights and responsibilities to local people. However, community forestry neither 

has been allowed to harness its full potential to foster local economy, create jobs for youths and 

employment to the poor or its value is fully realised for the livelihoods of the local people living 

close to the forests (Dahal et al., 2011; Malla, 2000; Ojha, 2009). The new Constitution and its 

elaboration in the Unbundling Report-2017 defined the separation of power between three 

spheres of government- federal, provincial and local in relation to forest governance. The new 

Constitution states exclusive and concurrent rights so that all spheres of government cooperate 

and collaborate in matters related to forests and environment, wildlife, watersheds, and medicinal 

herbs and NTFPS. However, the constitution fails to craft a separate Schedule to define the rights 

of local community groups and their functional relationship with the three spheres of government.  

Two federal laws notably Local Government Operation Act (LGOA) 2017 and the Forest Act 2019, 

however have stated that there is a role of local community groups to play and they have legal 

rights to get engaged in forest management. These federal acts nevertheless are not harmonised 

each other, and give different treatments to the role of local government in community-based 

forestry. While the LGOA puts community forestry under local government, the Forest Act retains 

it under DFO. Since national forests are kept under the jurisdiction of the provincial government, 
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the local governments could exercise power as granted by the federal and provincial laws. The 

CFUGs are recognised as legal, autonomous entities which could govern by themselves under the 

agreed framework of groups’ constitution and the Forest Operational Plan. The CFUGs are legally 

entitled to prepare their own operational plan but required to get approval from the DFO. So far, 

over 22,000 forest user groups are organized throughout Nepal, who manage more than 30% of 

the national forests with the direct participation of 40% of the country’s population.  

The new forest policy and regulatory framework should also be harmonised with the non-forestry 

sector policies and regulations. In particular, fiscal and non-fiscal policies such as tax collection 

and revenue sharing are closely linked with forest resource use and value addition potential. 

Similarly, forest policy and regulations should be in line with the Nepal’s global commitments on 

biodiversity, ecosystem services, climate change and REDD+. There are a number of areas where 

the forest policies and regulations contradict with non-forestry legal provisions such as on issues 

related to tax collection, authority of federal, province and local governments, and planning and 

monitoring. For example,  although the Constitution has entrusted the Natural Resource and Fiscal 

Commission to settle authorities and power related to natural resources, the federal and 

provincial government’s attempt to carry out restructuring provincial and district structures prior 

to  the decisions of the commission has undermined that authority. The restructuring process is 

highly criticised for not following basic democratic principles of policy formulation thereby faring 

poorly on deliberative policy making. 

The contestation among various government level and stakeholders resulted largely from the 

limited deliberation and consultative process followed while formulating such policies and 

regulations. The stakeholders also interpret the policy provisions differently leading to policy 

confusion and contesting claims. In addition, studies indicated that despite good intention in 

paper, the federal parliament and administration intend to control the commercially oriented 

community forest management system that can potentially create jobs and employment, impose 

multiple taxation without taking the users’ interest into account and increase its influence in the 

decision making processes in the name of scientific forest management, forest inventory and 

technical orientation and so on (Gilmour, 2016).   

Implications of current forestry and non-forestry sector policies and regulations on 

people and forests 

After the promulgation of the new Constitution in 2015, federal and provincial governments have 

enacted a number of policies and regulations both from forestry and non-forestry sectors. Such 

policies and regulations have both positive and negative implications in practice which are 

summarised below:  

Forest Act 2019: The Act has recognised basic rights of CFUGs such as developing their 

own constitution and operational plans, rights to mobilise group fund for economic 

development and poverty reduction, rights to collaboration with local government and 

other actors in community development, enterprise development, and poverty reduction 

livelihoods improvement. However, the Act allows greater discretionary power to the 

forest officials during the approval of forest management plan of the CFUGs. The Act 

allows conversion of forest for other development purposes such as for infrastructure 

development and mining without adequate safeguards against the rights of CFUGs. In 

addition, the provision of Act has centralised the carbon rights and management of forest 

development fund.  
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National Forest Policy 2019: The Policy puts emphasis on governance, equitable sharing 

of benefits along with social and gender equity within CFUGs. It also highlights the need 

of using forest for prosperity. However, it ignores the need of institutional mechanism to 

monitor and review the forestry sector at multiple spheres of government.  

The Constitution of Nepal, 2015: The Constitution defines the role of multiple spheres of 

government- federal, provincial and local in schedules 6 through 9. It empowers local 

government through devolution of power and authorities, and allocation of budget for 

development activities. It allows local government to formulate local laws and regulations. 

However, there are still some inconsistencies and limitations within the Constitution such 

as; conflicting legal provisions about the utilisation of forest products by the multiple 

spheres of government (as in the Table below), jurisdictional overlapping between 

provincial and local government,  ambiguity on institutional capacity need of local 

government to perform devolved roles.  

Table 1: Power of three spheres of government on forests and environment 

Federal power - 
Schedule 5 

Provincial power 
-Schedule 6 

Concurrent 
powers of 
federal and 
province -
Schedule 7 

Local 
government 
power - 
Schedule 8 

Concurrent 
power of 
federal, 
province and 
local - Schedule 
9 

National and 
international 
environment 
management, 
national parks, 
wildlife reserves, 
national forest 
policies, and 
carbon services, 
land use policies 

Use of forests 
and waters and 
management of 
the environment 
within the 
province 

Utilisation of 
forests, 
mountains, 
forest 
conservation 
areas and water 
stretching in the 
interstate form 

Environment 
protection  and 
biodiversity, 
protection of 
watershed and 
wildlife, mines 
and minerals 
 

Forests, 
wildlife, birds, 
water uses, 
environment, 
ecology and 
biodiversity 

 

Environmental Protection Act 2019: The act supports to establish conservation 

accountability of communities and private sector. Adequate provision is made to involve 

local communities in design and implementation of conservation and forest related 

projects and programme. However, the act ignores the critical role of local communities 

in the preparation of Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) and Initial Environmental 

Examination (IEE).  

 
Industrial Enterprises Act 2019: The act recognises community forestry as an enterprise 

hence can access the benefits and facilities from government as nationally prioritised 

enterprise. This enables CFUG in the establishment and operation of forest based micro-

enterprises. But this act does not address the negative consequences of high and multiple 

levels of income tax imposed by the government to the CFUGs.  

 

New challenges and issues for community forestry 

As a consequence of prevailing policies and regulatory framework, community forestry of 

Nepal has been facing a number of new challenges and issues which are summarised as 

below.  



   

15 

Techno-bureaucratic dominance 

¶ Techno-bureaucratic motives of control and recentralization of forestry through 

scientific forestry. Technobureaucratic control is instituted by discouraging the use of 

technical expertise beyond government service, minimising role of local governments in 

forest sector governance, highly technical requirements are imposed upon CFUGs, 

majority of whom lack required capacity and resources, technical specificities embedded 

in cumbersome administrative compliance.  

¶ Focus on protection and utilization of CFs for subsistence needs only – no longer relevant 

and attractive to local people. The CFUGs with potential timber and non-timber 

resources should have opportunity to go for commercial harvesting to generate 

economic benefits.  

¶ Environmental changes, ecosystem and biodiversity, broader environmental 

issues/challenges, such as biodiversity loss and climate change have arguably been 

contributing for centralised technocratic dominance over forest governance. 

¶ Outside donor support to CF programme field implementation began to be gradually 

withdrawn, hence Department of Forest and Soil Conservation (DOFSC) defines most of 

the forestry policy agenda with limited public deliberations. 
 

Federalism and institutional challenges 

¶ After the promulgation of the new Constitution in 2015, the government adopted federal 

system with three spheres of government (federal, provincial and local). Different forest 

policy and acts have been enacted: new federal forest policy and forest act (2019); 

provincial forest acts (2020); and, lately, local government have started to prepare their 

own forest acts. One good thing is that all these acts recognise the access/use rights for 

local people to forests and recognise CFUGs as legal local forest management entities 

(institutions); but a new challenge is that CFUGs may now have to deal with multiple 

governments and multiple forest administrations. 
 

Finance, aid, donors, enterprises development, governance, private sector 

¶ Current tax policies overburden community forestry by imposing payment of revenue to 

the multiple spheres of government. 

¶ Private forest and private sector investment are largely ignored by the existing 

community forestry policies and regulations. 

¶ The implementation of new federal structure is suffering from policy contradictions and 

confusions in the exercise of power by multiple spheres of government. 

¶ Evolving nexus at the local/regional level – forest rangers, contractors and community 

leaders primarily for corruption, and extraction of power.  

¶ Loosing collective action at the community level because of the extremely focus on cash 

economy, too much market penetration in decision making, degradation in 

kinship/community structures, migration, disintegrated subsistence farming systems.  

Future outlook 

The most desirable future of the CF means that the key policies and regulatory frameworks are 

enabling in the sense that all three spheres of government demonstrate the potential to 

collaborate, cooperate and coordinate among themselves.  The conducive policy environment for 
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community forestry should embrace rigorous deliberative and consultative process, create 

opportunity for local governments, community groups and private sector investors to work 

together for sustainable forest management, enterprise promotion and job creation. Expanding 

community rights and ensuring tenure security would enable local communities to govern forest 

resources contributing to positive environmental, economic and social outcomes. Similarly, new 

policies, plan and budget should encourage local employment generation through establishment 

of community based forest enterprises.   

There has been a continuous debate on recognizing diversity of community forests in Nepal based 

on forest type, size and productive potential, and advocating for separate policy and regulatory 

treatments for them.  Those demanding separate treatment for diverse groups suggested that 

CFUGs could be divided in to three categories namely: CFUGs with subsistence based economy 

and resources, CFUGs with potentials to promote small and medium sized enterprises, and CFUG 

with capacity to run large scale commercial forest based enterprises. In the context of federalism, 

it is equally important to precisely clarify the role of three spheres of government and private 

sector and simplify the process of harvesting, processing, and marketing of timber and non-timber 

forest products. Furthermore, the regulatory framework should extend support on institutional 

strengthening of the government institutions, CFUGs, local government, and private sector so as 

to make them capable in serving community forestry.    

 On the other hand if in case the policy and legal framework continue with regressive moves and 

status quo there is possibility of  recentralization of forestry sector as this will alienate the very 

stewards of those forests and other actors. This eventually will trigger rapid degradation of 

community forests while depriving the forest dependent communities. In such situation, local 

people might be blamed wrongly for forests degradation and deforestation. As a result, the 

conflict will be manifested between local people and the government authorities, resulting into 

severe impact on the wellbeing of both forest and forest dependent people.  
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Local community-based institutions and collective action  

Dil B. Khatri, Bharat K. Pokharel, Ram B. Chhetri, Dilli P. Poudel, Bir B.K. Chhetri,  

Manohara Khadka, and Nirmal B.K.  

Introduction 

Nepal has witnessed the performance of all three types of forest management regimes, i.e. 

government, private and community forestry, in terms of their broad objectives of supporting 

livelihoods of rural people, conserving forests, and contributing to the national economy. Among 

them community-based forest management (CBFM) modalities fairing the best. The success of 

CBFM is attributed for entrusting right of local communities over forest resources and tenure 

security (Banjade et al., 2017; Dahal et al., 2017; Gautam et al., 2004; Pokharel et al., 2007; Negi 

et al., 2018) that created strong sense of local collective action.  

The regulatory and institutional reforms empowered community institutions called forest user 

groups (FUGs). These reforms essentially recognized and formalized the indigenous systems of 

forest governance, which evolved by virtue of their long history of forest management. The FUGs 

are autonomous entities to protect, manage, utilize and market the forest products while the state 

retains ownership of the forest land. At least seven different FUG institutions exist in Nepal within 

CBFM approach, namely community forest user groups (CFUGs), leasehold forest groups (LFGs), 

collaborative forest management (CFM), religious forest (RF), and conservation area management 

committee (CAMC). While we elaborate on the key features of these institutional arrangements, 

we will discuss in depth on the CFUGs as community forestry (CF) can be considered as most 

expansive program drawing attention among wider stakeholder groups in Nepal and globally. The 

achievements of CFUGs, have been widely researched and documented in terms both ecological 

restoration (Gautam et al., 2003; Niraula et al., 2013) and local livelihood benefits (Adhikari, 2005; 

B. B. K. Chhetri et al., 2012; Oldekop et al., 2019; Pokharel et al., 2007). Yet, there are still equity-

related concerns, particularly in terms of participation in decision-making, generation of revenue 

(i.e., fund) and distribution of benefits between the state and the group, and among group 

members themselves (Chhetri et al., 2013; Khadka, 2009; Sunam & McCarthy, 2010).  

It is evident that there has been profound changes in the ecological, socio-economic and political 

context on which the arrangement of FUGs was founded. The changes in the broader socio-

economic context in Nepal are considered critical for changes in forest-people relations over time 

(see Ojha et al., 2017). Local institutions had to adapt to these profound contextual changes. The 

most notable changes in the context include: i) predominant subsistence agriculture is no longer 

a mainstay in most people’s livelihoods strategy; ii) rapid outmigration of youths for study and 

jobs has significantly reduced the economically active population in the villages; iii) increasing 

purchasing capacity resulting into affording alternative sources of energy (Liquefied Petroleum 

Gas (LPG); iv) nation state evolved from autocratic to unitary democratic to federalism making 

considerable impact on forest governance arrangements; v) growing market interface; and vi) 

emerging issues of climate change and environmental services gaining increasing space in forest 

sector discourses, policies and local institutions and practices. 
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People's motivation for forest conservation and management was primarily because of the strong 

tie of the local community with forests in relation to subsistence farming practices, which was 

linked with the use of fuelwood, fodder, leaf litter, wood for agricultural implements, and grazing 

among others. Mechanisation of agriculture, decreasing trend of animal husbandry and increasing 

trend of leaving agriculture by youths has contributed in decreasing traditional forest dependency 

significantly (Khatri, 2018; Marquardt et al., 2016; Poudel, 2019; Walelign et al., 2016). The recent 

trend of youth out-migration for foreign labour and study has drastically changed the 

demographic dynamics in local communities, which has remarkable implications on the 

management and uses of the forests as well as in gender relations (Giri & Darnhofer, 2010).  

Although subsistence use of forests has reduced substantially, people also have started to realize 

the economic potential of forests (Khatri et al., 2018; Paudel, 2016). Similarly, the increased 

resource generation has also created opportunities for multiple uses including commercial 

extraction of forest products and provisioning of ecosystem services. Nevertheless, existing 

institutional mechanisms have not been able to optimize such opportunities. Further, the 

increasing outmigration of youth has also implicated leadership and maintaining the basic 

functioning of FUGs. For the FUGs to adapt to the changing context, it demands fundamental, 

perhaps radical, transformation on the institutional arrangements. In addition, Nepal has adopted 

federalism with federal, provincial and local governments in place claiming considerable role in 

forest sector governance. The crafting of regulatory frameworks is underway by all three levels of 

government, which will have significant implications on local institutions. Following section 

outlines key institutional features in the current context:    

Local community-based institutions in the changing context        

Decentralized forest management in Nepal was initiated in the 1970s as a response to the rapid 

deforestation which was attributed to the centralized policy adopted after 1956 (Guthman, 1997; 

H. Ojha, 2008). Different models of forest decentralization have been practiced such as community 

forests for management of forests by legally organized local community groups, leasehold forests 

(LHF) for management of degraded forest land by economically poor and Dalit members of the 

community, religious forest for management of forests by religious institutions, buffer-zone 

community forests (BZFC) for conservation and management as a part of protected areas by an 

organized community group living around protected areas, Conservation Area Management 

Committees for managing designated community-conserved areas and collaborative forests for 

management of forests jointly by legally organized local community groups and local government 

entities.  

As of now, more than one-third of Nepal’s forests is managed by local communities under different 

community-based institutional arrangements. Among these, CFUG is the prominent one with 

22,37,370.524 hectares (ha) of forest area managed by 22,266 CFUGs, which involves about 40 

percent population of Nepal. About 7,484 leasehold forest user groups are managing 43,317 ha of 

forests, primarily supporting the livelihoods of the poor and marginalized groups. About 76,012.26 

ha of forests are managed by 30 collaborative forest management committees in Tarai which is 

primarily focused on production-oriented forest management and provisioning of timber and 

fuelwood. Buffer-zone CFUGs manage 2,11,213 ha of forest area surrounding the protected area 

are conserved by 1037 Buffer-zone CFUGs directly involving 1,68,071 households and 8,83,450 

population (DNPWC, 2020). Likewise, about 2,056 ha of forests are managed by 36 religious 

institutions. Below we outline the key institutional features of these different models of 

community-based forest management in Nepal.  
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Table 1: Key features of different community-based forest institutions  

SN Different 

arrangements of 

community 

institutions   

Forest Type 

(Ownership and 

Condition) 

Key institutional features  

1 Community forest 

user group 

National Forest (degraded 

to well-stocked) 

Certain forest management and use rights 

are provided to a fairly large number of user 

households; forest conservation and 

production-oriented; communities do not 

need to share benefits with the state.  

2 Leasehold forest 

user group 

National Forest (degraded) A small number of selected poor households 

receive a patch of forest; emphasis on 

plantation and protection; communities can 

use resources except for the standing trees 

at the time of forest handover.  

3 Religious forest  National Forest (Small 

patches at religious sites) 

Main beneficiary is the respective religious 

institution; protection/conservation-

oriented management; resources are used 

only for religious purposes. 

4 Collaborative 

forest 

management 

group 

National Forest (Tarai) Multiple groups of stakeholders including 

Government agencies; protection and 

production-oriented; sharing of cost and 

benefits between the community and 

government stakeholders.  

5 Buffer zone 

community forest 

user group 

Protected Areas (PA) 

 

Multiple communities of users; restricted 

use of products beyond the designated 

buffer zone. 

6 Conservation Area 

Management 

Committee 

Conservation Areas 

(Higher Hills, Mountains) 

Multiple communities of users; emphasis on 

conservation and adopting parsimony on the 

utilization of forest products.  

 

Among the different institutional arrangements, CFUGs are considered as the most viable 

grassroots level organizations protecting and managing forests of all types, including degraded 

land, pastureland, plantation, natural young forests, shrubland, high forests or agro-forests in all 

physiographic regions. The model itself was an adoption of the indigenous forest management 

practices that had prevailed in the hills of Nepal for a long time (see Chhetri & Pandey, 1992; 

Gilmour & Fisher, 1992). These institutions have been time tested for their robustness and 

suitability.  

With the changes in socio-economic and political context, the CFUGs are facing growing 

challenges. One important challenge that the majority of resource-poor CFUGs, particularly in the 

mid-hills, are facing is the problem of maintaining the basic institutional functioning. This includes 

holding meetings regularly and renewing their operational plans. Decreased use of forest products 

from CF, outmigration of people and opportunity costs are often accredited for users decreasing 

interests and involvement in CF activities. However, in the resource-rich areas, particularly in Tarai 
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and Chure, CFUGs are facing challenges of handling the technical and procedural aspect of 

conducting technical forest management and dealing with market-related issues (Baral et al., 

2018; Khatri, 2018).  

Changing demographics in the rural context has remarkable implications for the local collective 

action. While out-migration of youth, mainly young men, has resulted in labour shortage in forest 

management, it has also changed the intra-household gender dynamics wherein women have 

gained more leadership positions and contributed to making community forestry governance 

more inclusive (Basnett, 2013; Giri & Darnhofer, 2010). With the growing influence of remittance 

in rural livelihoods, there are growing interests towards generating economic benefits from 

natural resources (Khatri, 2018). However, the current institutional mechanisms and incentive 

structure do not appear to match these changing expectations. In other words, thousands of 

hectares of community forests could not offer adequate incentive for youths and others to remain 

in the villages and make living from forests. Therefore, there is a declining interest of youth to 

involve in CF activities and assuming leadership role in community-based forest institutions.  

Further, the political governance which defines state-community relations has also changed as the 

country embarks on federalism. In this changed context, there is a need for revisiting the 

relationship of CFUGs with three levels of government (i.e. local, provincial and federal). We see 

the benefit of a more functional relation of CFUGs with local governments for handling increasing 

interface with market and private sector and materializing the emerging opportunity of landscape-

level management. However, the relationship depends on how the regulatory frameworks 

emanated at national, provincial and local levels define it.  

Community institutions in growing market interface  

Change in socio-economic context and growing expectation on optimizing economic benefits from 

forests require a higher and specialized level of interaction with the market (Baral et al., 2018). 

However, community-based local institutions appear not to be allowed or adequately capable to 

handle demand-based resource management (Gilmour, 2016). As we elaborate below, market 

dimensions and the capability of the community institutions are constrained by factors such as 

technical capacity, legal constraints, social and political context (elite capture), the scale of the 

economy, and gender issues.  

Legal constraints: The CF policy, legal and institutional arrangements are devised largely to 

protect and conserve forest and meet local subsistence needs. In recent years, certain 

provisions are introduced for redefining forest management objectives under the Scientific 

Forest Management scheme that emphasize commercial extraction of timber (see Basnyat, 

2020; Paudel, 2016). However, contestation prevails on who defines these objectives and 

makes forest management-related decisions. Further, the existing legal provisions and 

administrative requirements push against the claimed objective of harnessing optimum 

benefits from commercial yet sustainable exploitation of forest  (Basnyat et al., 2020; Gritten 

et al., 2015). The CFUGs are constrained to hire needed technical and managerial expertise 

of the professionals to prepare or revise operational plans or undertake forest management.  
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The issue of scale:  While recent discourses and regulatory reforms are claimed to be tailored 

towards commercialization of community forestry to optimize economic benefits, the size of 

the forests and values they generate hardly meet the economy of scale to be a commercially 

viable entity (Chhetri et al., 2012; Lund et al., 2014; Rai et al., 2010). Therefore, we argue that 

the economic potential of community forests can only be harnessed and economy of scale 

be met by merging several CFs within the same cluster. This could only be possible by building 

strong cluster-based institutional coordination mechanisms without undermining the 

autonomy of the CFUGs and avoiding additional layers of hierarchical governance. It is also 

essential to find practical ways to avoid the likelihood of re-centralization by federal and 

provincial bureaucratic control over the forest resources in the name of ‘economy of scale’.  

Technical capability: A sizable number of CFUGs in the resource-rich region of Chure and 

Tarai had adopted the so-called ‘Scientific Forest Management’ program which has been 

technically demanding to CFUGs. Since the CFUGs have limited technical expertise to handle 

technical forest management-related matters, they have to completely rely on DFOs. In 

principle, CFUGs should be able to seek technical services independently. But in practice, 

they have to rely on government officials and such reliance has not only enhanced techno-

bureaucratic dominance in forest management but also seriously compromised CFUGs’ 

autonomy in making forest management-related decisions (Basnyat et al., 2020). Further, 

reports also suggest high level of techno-bureaucratic control of forest management (Ojha, 

2008; Ojha, 2006), which has substantially de-motivated the members of CFUGs who have 

voluntarily invested their time and efforts through such local community-based forest 

institutions.  

The only way forward is to make the CFUGs technically capable. One possible way is to make 

clear legal provisions for the CFUGs to hire required technical services from diverse sources 

(e.g. local government, non-government, DFO and private freelancers).  

Elite capture: While community forest management has shifted towards a commercially 

oriented regime, particularly in the resource-rich regions of Tarai and Chure for timber and 

NTFPs in higher mountain areas, the regulatory and bureaucratic hurdles are hindering them 

to optimize economic benefits (Chhetri et al., 2012; Pokharel & Nurse, 2004). In cases where 

commercial extraction of timber and NTFPs exists, some members of the committee, 

particularly in leadership positions of CFUGs, have misused their power to become vehicles 

in serving private economic interests of entrepreneurs and bureaucrats (Iversen et al., 2006; 

Larsen & Olsen, 2007; Paudel, 2016). CFUGs should be empowered to develop transparent 

governance arrangements and activate a separate monitoring mechanism created by general 

assembly to control corrupt practices during forest product extraction and sell.   

Gender and equity issues: Despite contributions of CFUGs in environmental conservation and 

community development, exclusion and marginalization of women and disadvantaged 

groups in CF decision-making are evident (Agarwal, 2001; Buchy & Subba, 2003). On the other 

hand, there are limited incentives for women (in addition to the constraints induced from 

social norms and values and local institutional arrangements) to contribute their time and 

resources in CF governance. Additional incentive (financial and others) for women to 

participate in CF governance might partially address the issue of exclusion.   
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Functional linkage of CFUGs with local governments 

The Local Government Operation Act (LGOA) 2017 has authorized local governments to regulate 

CBFM institutions. The provision made in the Forest Act 2019, however, contradicts the provision 

made in LGOA 2017. The Forest Act 2019 has a clear intention that CFUGs are regulated and 

monitored by the DFO (a provincial government’s entity), and local governments’ role has been 

limited to the sharing of information and coordination. No attempts have been made at the local 

government level to harmonize the provision of CFUGs in terms of the roles and responsibilities 

of both local governments and CFUGs.  

The functional collaboration with local governments will not only help in municipal level decisions, 

planning and regulation for promoting forests and forest-based enterprises and trade but also 

help maintain environmental and social safeguard measures. Periodic review and mandatory 

endorsement through local governments can be arranged to ensure that decisions and actions do 

not undermine the interests of diverse groups, including women, the poor and indigenous people. 

Local governments can also make provisions for a multi-stakeholder community forestry forum as 

a platform for participatory, transparent and inclusive policy dialogue and learning at the local 

level. Over 40% of women’s inclusion in local governments as lawmakers can also be an 

opportunity to practice inclusive state-community relationship for effective CBFM governance. 

Local governments can also support in bringing together the FUGs for developing landscape-level 

planning mechanisms for resource conservation (i.e. watershed management) and meeting 

economy of scale for commercial management and engagement with the markets. There were 

some initiatives towards this approach such as for the processing of forest products (NTFPs, saw 

mills). Further, the functional role of local governments can also help address issue of elite capture 

in CBFM governance. 

Moving forward 

Given that the CFUGs in the changing context are facing new challenges, there needs to be 

fundamental changes in the current institutional arrangements. The local community institutions 

such as CFUGs should be able to manage forest resources effectively and derive benefit from the 

multi-functional management of forests and expand market opportunities that are sustainable, 

inclusive and equitable. Based on the above analyses, we put forward some suggestions for 

reframing community forestry institutions.  

Restructuring community-level governance: The existing CFUG governance structures need 

to be adapted in the changing context and need a more customized arrangement that fits both 

resourceful forests wanting to adopt demand-based (commercial) management and resource-

poor forests. In the case of CFUGs that embrace active and demand-oriented management of 

forests, there is a need to: i) redefine and strengthen executive functions of CFUGs so that 

they can function more effectively to make decisions more efficiently, without compromising 

the democratic conditions that all of its decisions adhere to resolutions of the general 

assembly; ii) make  the legal provision clear to the CFUGs so that they are able to acquire 

technical and business-related services independently; iii) make the executive committee 

leaders ethically and morally strong so as not to misuse the position and cross the boundaries 

of the mandate given to them by CFUG assembly; and  (iv) support gender transformative 

approach to CFUG governance through enabling women’s roles in  leadership positions as well 

as economic gain that they make out of their contribution. Without a creative opportunity for 

jobs and economic gain, youth leadership can no longer be attracted to community forestry.  
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For the resource-poor CFUGs which intend to conserve and manage the forest to meet 

subsistence needs, there is a need to simplify some technical (forest inventory in every 10 

years for operational plan revision) and reporting requirements.  

In any case, the FUG governance can be strengthened through more active use of information 

and communication technologies for transparency, inclusivity, fairness and more importantly 

efficiency. For example, introducing a mobile application for real-time monitoring of CFUGs’ 

operations by its members can be instrumental for improving governance and monitoring 

system. Further, building women’s social capital, wider public awareness on gender issues of 

new institutional models of CFUGs and engaging elected women representatives in 

community forestry policy dialogues and knowledge sharing is critical to consider for 

improved governance and linkages with local governments and markets. 

Change in incentive mechanisms: There is a need for some incentive mechanism to enable 

forest users to be adequately motivated for investing the time of members of executive 

committees in forest management with particular emphasis for members from women, the 

poor and marginalized groups. As community forestry operates on the notion of volunteerism, 

some form of compensation and acknowledgment of their time and effort may keep them 

motivated. This is particularly relevant in the case of CFUGs moving towards commercial 

management and engagement with the market.  

Diversify service provisioning: The CFUGs wanting to adopt demand-centric management 

should be able to get technical services from the Division Forest Office and beyond. It should 

be encouraged, supported, and incentivized by the private sectors, local government, and 

CFUG-cooperatives (employing technical staff) to provide administrative, technical, and 

business-related technical services to CFUGs.  

Landscape-level institutional mechanisms: Encourage and incentivize watershed/ landscape 

level network of CFUGs which can help in achieving economy of scale through resource 

pooling, integrated service provisioning, and business collaboration. This means that there will 

be a need for a higher level (i.e. landscape level) institutional and policy mechanisms which 

require both a new transformative institutional architect and a legal framework that is 

compatible with the current federal setup.   

The functional role of local government: There is a merit for strengthening ties between the 

local CBFM institutions and the local governments for addressing some of the key challenges 

faced by FUGs. There is a need to have a clear pathway or a road map towards a strong tie 

between local communities and local government in order to provide an enabling 

environment for forest users and market actors to work in interface so as to foster local 

economy, jobs, and employment opportunities through forest-based enterprises, business, 

and trade. As (Ojha, 2020) rightly suggests, for such opportunities to foster “it is important to 

craft democratic connections between CFUG practice and the new federal system of 

governance. Institutionally autonomous community forestry democratically connected to the 

federal system of governance can offer a solid foundation for environmental sustainability and 

community prosperity in Nepal”. Strengthening such relations, no doubt would help to foster 

interface with the market and to develop an enabling policy environment. 
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Introduction       

Establishment and management of a network of protected areas has traditionally remained the 

mainstream approach to biodiversity conservation in Nepal. However, community-based 

approaches are also getting high importance over the recent decades. A substantial proportion of 

Nepal’s forests and biodiversity are now managed by local communities under different tenurial 

arrangements and management systems. Among them, the community forestry program is the 

major strategy. Community forestry, which was conceived in the late 1970s, has evolved 

continuously over the last four decades and substantially expanded after the mid-1990s. By the 

middle of 2020, 2,237,670 hectares of public forests is being managed and used by 22,266 CFUGs 

involving over 2.9 million households (MoFE, 2020). Other participatory approaches, including the 

pro-poor leasehold forestry are also making important contributions in conserving biodiversity 

and ecosystem services (Paudyal et al., 2017). In the recent years, the community-based approach 

has also been successfully introduced in the management of conservation areas, buffer zones of 

many protected areas, and forest protection areas (previously protected forests).  

When it comes to conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems, Nepal has a relatively enabling 

policy environment. The Constitution of Nepal (2015) has acknowledged biodiversity conservation 

as an important area and has held all three tiers of governments (local, provincial, and federal) 

responsible for sustainable management of forest and biodiversity. The Constitution envisages a 

substantial devolution of the management functions to provincial and local governments. 

Similarly, the National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP), 2014 provides a strategic 

framework for conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems and has emphasized the need for 

inclusion of a chapter on biodiversity in all community forest operational plans (MoFSC, 2014). 

The National Forest Policy (2019) and Forest Act (2019) as well as policies of some provincial 

governments (PPC, 2019) strongly support the NBSAP and emphasize people-centric decentralized 

forestry governance.  

The much acclaimed community forestry program, however, is facing criticisms or has invited 

debates with regard to its role and contribution to conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems. 

In this context, this paper analyzes Nepal’s community forestry from the perspective of 

conservation and sustainable use of biodiversity and ecosystem services and recommends 

strategic measures to achieving synergy between ecological and economic objectives. The 

strategic measures recommended here are expected to be useful for designing improved 

management of community forests in the changed socio-economic context of the country. 
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/ƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǎΩ ŎƻƴǘǊƛōǳǘƛƻƴǎ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ōƛƻŘƛǾŜǊǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ecosystems 

The community forestry program is believed to have positively contributed to the conservation of 

forest biodiversity and natural ecosystems in several ways, including deforestation control and 

improvement in forest conditions. More importantly, communities' involvement in forest 

management and conservation programs has helped broaden conservation agenda more widely, 

which is manifested through a sense of conservation stewardship among local people and other 

stakeholders (MoFE, 2018). 

Community forests (and other community managed forests) provide a vast range of ecosystem 

services to local, national and global communities. Some of the important ecosystem services 

rendered by community forests to the local communities include: i) wood and other raw materials 

for constructions and agricultural implements, ii) non-wood forest products including food (edible 

fruits, vegetables, terrestrial and fresh water plants and animals), medicinal plants, and fibers iii) 

biomass-based energy, fodder, and leaf litter for composting, iv) fresh water for household and 

agricultural uses, and v) chemicals from plants and animals. Flood and erosion prevention, wind 

control, pollination, recreation, spiritual and other cultural services are some of other important 

ecosystem services that are intricately linked to the security and livelihoods of local people (Ojha 

& Paudel, 2013). Many of these ecosystem goods and services (e.g. wild edible fruits, medicinal 

plants) are not only sources of food and nutrients to the local communities but also serve as means 

of income generation (Uprety et al., 2012). Some other services (e.g. fresh water plants and 

animals) are critical to the livelihoods of some marginalized communities. According to an 

estimate, forests provided economic services worth of USD 19,170 million in 2017, which was 

87.6% of the total value derived from the different ecosystems in Nepal (Baniya et al., 2019). A 

substantial proportion of that is believed to have been contributed by community-managed 

forests. 

Evidences, particularly from the middle hills, show that deforestation and forest degradation has 

been reduced and forest cover has been increased after the forests were handed over to local 

communities (e.g. DFRS, 2015; Fox et al., 2019; Gautam, 2006; Gautam et al., 2002; Niraula et al., 

2013; Oldekop et al., 2019). Some recent studies (e.g. Luintel et al., 2018; Poudyal et al., 2019) 

have found significant positive effects of community forests to conservation of plant diversity. In 

general, the condition of forests and wildlife habitat has also improved after handing over forests 

to local forest user groups. Many CFUGs have been actively engaged in controlling wildlife 

poaching, forest fire, excessive grazing, forest area encroachment, and regulation of forest 

product harvesting, all of which support to conservation of both floral and faunal biodiversity. 

Moreover, community forests in many places have created biological corridors between protected 

areas. Buffer zone community forests (e.g., in Chitwan) provide critical habitat for wildlife, 

including rare and threatened species, alongside providing significant income and employment 

opportunities for local communities through eco-tourism (Sharma et al., 2011). Likewise, forest 

protection areas are managed primarily for conserving biodiversity and enhancing different 

ecosystem services thus contributing to local, national and global benefits.  

The contribution of community forests in restoring degraded landscape and enhancing livelihood 

security through increased forest products is well established. Some CFUGs, which largely focused 

on subsistence forest product needs, are now adopting a more holistic management approach. In 

doing so, a wider range of ecosystem services have been taken into consideration including 
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biodiversity, freshwater, soil erosion control, recreation and ecotourism, and carbon 

sequestration, and in some cases marketing of ecosystem services for local welfare (Paudyal et 

al., 2017). Conservation of water sources and regulation of discharge is another important service 

rendered by community forests (Birch et al., 2014), though not much has been documented in the 

context of Nepal. Few studies (e.g. Thapa et al., 2018) have reported an increase in the number of 

water springs along seasonal tributaries, primarily attributed to increase in forest cover in 

community forests. In addition to the diverse services, community forests have shown to play 

crucial role in sequestering atmospheric carbon (Baral et al., 2019; KC et al., 2018; Oli et al., 2009; 

Rana et al., 2017). Some of the globally designed mechanisms like the REDD+ program is expected 

to have co-benefits in the form of maintenance and enhancement of biodiversity. This would come 

as an additional benefit to carbon sequestration (REDD-IC, 2018).  

/ƻƴǘŜƳǇƻǊŀǊȅ ŎƻƴǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ŀƴŘ ŘŜōŀǘŜǎ ƛƴ bŜǇŀƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ  

Despite several positive impacts, the community forestry program is facing criticisms in terms of 

its contribution to conservation of biodiversity and ecosystems. Apart from promoting few 

dominant tree species, there is a very limited integration of biodiversity in the overall community 

forest management planning. The following are some of the key contemporary issues and 

debates. 

(a) Outdated objective: Nepal’s socio-economic context has substantially changed since the 

advent of community forestry about four decades ago. Therefore, the originally conceived 

objectives also have to change considering these broader changes. However, the legal and 

regulatory practices continue to stick to the original objectives of community forestry such 

as conserving forests and meeting subsistence needs of forest products of local 

communities.  

(b) Protected area versus community forests: There is a debate on promoting community 

forests for biodiversity conservation wherein some argue that a substantial proportion 

(i.e. 23.39%) of the country’s forest area is already under protected regime through a 

network of protected areas that are primarily dedicated for biodiversity conservation. 

Accordingly, they do not see any need to prioritize biodiversity conservation in CF. 

(c) Timber-centric forest management: Community forestry policies and management are 

largely timber-centric that gives undue preference to a few economically high value tree 

species, often at the expense of other (less preferred) tree and shrub species (Acharya et 

al., 2006; Acharya, 2004; Shrestha et al., 2010). Such management practice has 

increasingly homogenized the forest flora and has direct negative impacts on the overall 

biodiversity. Moreover, community forest restoration strategies often include plantation 

of fast growing tree species (native or exotic) rather than promotion of natural 

regeneration, which undermines the value of biodiversity and ecosystem services. 

Timber-centric management of community forests can be primarily attributed to: i) 

inadequate incentives for CFUGs to conserve economically less valuable native species, 

and ii) inadequate awareness among the CFUGs about biodiversity and the value of other 

services from forests. 

(d) Weak governance, poor level of compliance, and ineffective monitoring: Inadequate 

technical, financial, and human capacity of the government line agencies and forest user 

groups have resulted in weak governance and poor compliance of rules in community 

forestry. This together with lack of, or insufficient, provisions for reward and/or 
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punishment has negatively impacted sustainable forest management and biodiversity 

conservation in community forests. A systematic monitoring of biodiversity changes and 

integrated assessment of the consequences of ecosystem change is largely missing in 

community forests of Nepal. Generally, systematic biodiversity assessment, monitoring, 

and conservation provisions are not sufficiently included in many community forest 

operational plans (Thani et al., 2019). There is a very limited evidence on the effectiveness 

of community control in providing critical ecosystem services, such as biodiversity 

conservation and carbon storage (Luintel et al., 2018). There have been very few studies 

to investigate the nature and status of interactions (e.g., synergies and trade-offs) 

between ecological and economic objectives as well as between ecosystem services and 

biodiversity in Nepal’s community forestry context (e.g. Baral et al., 2018). Some other 

studies (e.g. Luintel et al., 2018; Paudyal et al., 2017; Rana et al., 2017) have found certain 

level of trade-offs between conservation of biodiversity (e.g., tree species richness), 

carbon sequestration, and timber and fuelwood-focused ecosystem services.  

(e) Problem with alternative approaches. Evidences indicate that there is a good scope for 

scaling up community-based forest management to broader landscape approaches in 

addition to enhancing forests’ contributions to economic prosperity through financial 

incentive regimes and clear, simple monitoring and accounting systems (FAO, 2018). 

However, assessing forests’ contributions to economic prosperity is a complicated process 

as not all ecological functions and ecosystem services may be measured directly, and their 

economic values are not exclusive due to interactions and interdependence (Chen et al., 

2016). Moreover, limited resources and technical capacity for promoting sustainable 

landscape approach to conservation of biodiversity and ecosystem services adds 

complexity to the assessment. Payments for Ecosystem Services (PES) could be an 

alternative to traditional system of forest management and use, particularly for urban 

areas. Nevertheless, lack of scientific knowledge differential understanding among 

stakeholders, unfavorable institutional settings and policy environment all serve as 

barriers for its effective implementation. For instance, REDD+ implementation is already 

complex in itself due mainly to lack of clarity on benefit sharing; insufficient capacity for 

MRV (measurement, reporting and verification); forest fragmentation; unclear or 

contested tenure rights; and trade-offs and conflicts between carbon and non-carbon 

benefits (including biodiversity conservation). More importantly, if we adopt landscape 

approach to benefit biodiversity and ecosystem services, it may potentially compromise 

the autonomous identity of CFUGs. 
 

(f) Policy gaps. While the current policy environment in Nepal is generally supportive of 

biodiversity conservation, there are also gaps associated with the existing policies. The 

following are the key gaps:  
 

i. Lack of separate comprehensive legislation for biodiversity conservation and 

sustainable use of its components. The absence of this legislation has hindered, or 

negatively affected, the effective mainstreaming of biodiversity across relevant 

sectors (MoFSC, 2014). For example, lack of integration of biodiversity in local 

development planning has led to unplanned and unregulated construction of rural 

roads, thus causing fragmentation and conversion of natural ecosystems. This has 

compromised the ecosystem integrity and has negative consequences on the 

ecosystem including forest, biodiversity, soil, and water among others.  
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ii. Undermining biodiversity values. Forest biodiversity can provide a wide range of 

contributions in terms of revenue, gross domestic product, green job creation, and 

so on but the contribution of biodiversity and ecosystem services to local, provincial, 

and national economies is not fully assessed and grossly undermined by planners 

and policy-makers. 

(g) Other issues:  

(i) Lack of willpower among the political leadership in protecting nature and low level 

of awareness on the value of biodiversity and multiple ecosystem services at the 

municipal and forest user group levels.  

(ii) Jurisdictional or benefit sharing related debates among three levels of governments 

and local communities after the country adopted the new federated system of 

national governance in 2015. 

(iii) Increasing human-wildlife conflict mainly around protected areas and community 

forests has posed serious challenges including loss of lives, livestock depredation, 

damage to infrastructure and crops among others. The government has adopted 

both preventive and curative measures to manage the conflict (MoFE, 2018) 

nevertheless, the measures have not been effective in controlling the problem.  

(iv) Many CFUGs still adopt a rather passive, protection-oriented approach to 

management of their community forests, while active sustainable forest 

management is largely overlooked. This has resulted in low productivity of forests, 

imbalance in the supply of products, and loss of income and livelihood benefits. 

Such a protectionist approach usually ignores the scientific fact that forest is a 

renewable natural resource and natural forest ecosystems need a certain level of 

occasional interventions to enhance floral and faunal diversity and ecosystem 

services. 

Strategies for achieving synergy between conservation and economic objectives 

The following strategic measures can help improve biodiversity conservation and synergize 

conservation and economic outcomes in the community forestry context. 

a) Revising community forestry objectives to match the current socio-economic context of 

the country is necessary. The revision should aim at promoting context-specific 

sustainable forest management systems with due consideration to conservation of 

biodiversity and ecosystem services, alongside meeting economic objectives. Such efforts 

should, among others, look for and promote innovative, non-traditional approaches to 

forest management such as PES, ecotourism, and non-timber forest products based 

community enterprises to benefit the local communities as well as contribute to the 

national/regional economy.  
 

b) Adopting a flexible, need-based approach to prioritizing community forests for 

biodiversity conservation. The existing protected area network does not cover some key 

biodiversity areas and ecosystems. For example, the middle hill is highly 

underrepresented in the country’s current protected area network where many 

biodiversity rich natural forest ecosystems and corridors remain without effective 

conservation system in place. The Sapta Koshi Gorge, Morang-Illam Broadleaf Forests, 
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Makalu-Barun southern extension, and Rolwaling Valley located in eastern Nepal; Daman-

Palung-Phulchoki-Chandragiri range in central Nepal; Gaighat-Seti River-Panchase stretch, 

and Bardia National Park-Khaptad corridor in western Nepal are some examples of the 

areas that are in dire need of priority conservation efforts (MoFSC, 2014). The community 

forest management in these areas need to be more conservation oriented as compared 

to many other areas which are represented by the protected area system. 
 

c) The current timber-focused, few tree species centric management needs closer scrutiny 

in favor of promoting diversity of species and habitats. A site-specific forest management 

plan based on a thorough assessment of the available resources and site condition is 

required. The government should identify and incentivize those CFUGs that have 

prioritized and implemented conservation activities alongside ensuring economic 

objectives. For example, CFUGs protecting habitats of endemic and threatened species 

and implementing conservation-focused forest management plans, should be 

incentivized. In doing so, CFUGs should be encouraged to develop conservation-friendly 

operational forest management plans and ensure their effective implementation. 

d) Improving governance should be a priority. The recent shift of Nepal's national 

governance from a centralized to a federal system has brought about significant changes 

in development planning, policymaking, budgeting, and implementation (NPC, 2019). The 

achievement of the intended outcomes in biodiversity management therefore requires 

collaboration and coordination across all tiers of government and with non-government 

stakeholders. There is a pressing need to support the local and provincial governments to 

integrate biodiversity conservation into sectoral policies and other action plans of 

different line ministries (NNRFC, 2017; NPC, 2019). Establishment of a comprehensive and 

credible biodiversity information management system is another requirement for 

improvement in the area of knowledge management. Such a system can be coordinated 

and managed by a relevant federal agency (e.g., Forest Research and Training Centre -

FRTC) and should engage all key stakeholders at the federal, provincial, and local levels. 

This, at the local level, demands the development of and dissemination of community-

friendly assessment methods of biodiversity and ecosystem services and their 

interrelationships.  

e) Promotion of conservation friendly alternative approaches to forest resources 

management is necessary. With immense potential of rendering ecosystem services for 

local through global benefits, institutionalizing PES like incentive mechanisms in 

community forestry has been imperative. The federal government has initiated carbon 

related incentive mechanism, however how community forests will be incentivized in this 

mechanism is not yet clear. There is no incentive provision for the community forests’ 

contribution to the conservation of biodiversity and other ecosystem services. The 

government should promote input-based incentive mechanism by bundling ecosystem 

services and biodiversity benefits derived from community forests. Integrated planning 

and resource mobilization for visitors’ facilities like trekking routes, and wildlife related 

enterprises could be some other options for ecosystems integrity as well as gain the 

economy of scale. 

f) Filling the policy gaps is imperative and includes: i) formulation of a comprehensive 

biodiversity law for effective mainstreaming of biodiversity across all relevant sectors, and 

clear guidelines for integration of biodiversity in community-based forest management, 
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and ii) economic valuation of ecosystem services provided by different types of forest 

ecosystems. The findings can help enhance our understanding of the trade-offs between 

economic gains and ecological losses and achieving synergy between ecological and 

economic objectives. There is also a knowledge gap in regards to the relationship between 

floral and faunal diversity and their connection with the broader ecosystem services in 

community forests. 
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Climate change and community forestry in Nepal 

Mohan Poudel, Eak Rana, Bishnu Hari Poudyal, Krishna Raj Tiwari, and Him Lal Shrestha 

Introduction 

Climate change is a real phenomenon posing threat to natural resource base. There is a 

widespread consensus on the fact that the current state of climate change is the result of global 

rise in atmospheric temperature arising from greenhouse gas emissions. Evidences show that 

climate change will have multi-fold impacts including loss of approximately 20-30% plants and 

animal species due to rise in global temperature (Warren et al., 2010), and around 50% of the 

global population facing shortages in drinking water (Rockstrorm et al., 2009). Globally, forest 

ecosystems and forest-dependent communities are among those threatened by climate change 

(CIFOR & FAO, 2019). The impact of climate change is profound in developing countries due to 

their lack of technical and financial capacity in responding to the vulnerability (Dulal et al., 2010; 

Lybbert & Sumner, 2012). Nepal is not an exception to this wherein the vulnerability to climate 

change exists due to the increasing stress on water and other natural resources (Bartlett et al., 

2010; Sharma, 2011). The trends of temperature rise in Nepal during the period 1975 to 2004 

showed an annual increase of 0.06°C (MoPE, 2016). Nepal is experiencing frequent extreme 

climatic events including avalanches, heavy rainfall and heatwaves, and climate-induced hazards 

including prolonged hot days, forest fire, landslides, and floods among others (CBS, 2017).  

Climate-induced hazards collectively affect forest ecosystems in general and plant species in 

particular leading to irreversible effects including local extinction and loss of biodiversity (A. KC & 

Ghimire, 2015; Keenan, 2015). Such impacts have already been witnessed in forest structures, 

species composition and phenology of the plant species of Nepal (Gaire et al., 2014). Early 

flowering and fruiting, introduction and expansion of alien invasive species, and ecological shift of 

plant species are some of the observed biophysical impacts of climate change (Timilsina-parajuli 

et al., 2013; Panta and Mandal, 2019; Gaire et al., 2017).  

Noticeable impacts of climate change on the lives of people is manifested in various ways, 

especially, among people having close association with forests. Such impacts are more prevalent 

among women, Indigenous Peoples (IPs), Dalits, and poor households who primarily rely on 

forests for their sustenance (Goodrich et al., 2017). The impact of climate change on forests of 

Nepal is experienced in terms of loss of productivity and quality of forests and biodiversity, in all 

management regimes, including community forests (Nellemann et al., 2011). The decline of forest 

product availability due to climate change has increased the workload of women and local 

communities (Haigh and Valley, 2010). Studies show that the workload of forest-dependent 

women has increased up to 18 hours a day for collection of fuelwood, grass, and fodder (Sudgen 

et al., 2014). These impacts are therefore not only serious in terms of biophysical alterations in 

the ecosystem, but is also critical in terms of the changes it has brought in the lives of forest 

dependent communities.  

This paper underlines the various domains of climate change policies and actions based on which 

it offers future scenarios for integration of climate change with community forestry. In doing so, 

it addresses the following questions; i) to what extent does the climate change policies and 
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framework accommodate community forestry?; ii) what are the opportunities and challenges 

around climate change response in community forestry context?; and iii) how can community 

forestry be reframed to harmonize climate change without diverting from its core values? The 

paper is divided into six sections. The next section highlights the changing community forestry 

context in Nepal. The third section presents the responses to climate change through community 

forestry. The fourth section lays out the opportunities and challenges to climate change responses 

in community forestry context in Nepal. It further elaborates the debates around climate change 

and community forestry in Nepal’s context in the fifth section. The sixth section offers future 

scenarios wherein it elaborates how community forestry would function with and without the 

integration of climate change agenda. The final section provides strategies for ensuring 

sustainability of community forests in the changing context.   

/ƘŀƴƎƛƴƎ ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻŦ bŜǇŀƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘȅ ŦƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ  

Despite efforts to accommodate the scope of environmental initiatives and respond to the 

concerns of local demographic transition through policies and plans, the effectiveness of such 

responses is not visible at the community forest user group level. These efforts triggered 

community forestry to depart from subsistence-based to sustainable livelihoods and protection 

to management for environmental and climate benefits (Poudel et al., 2017; Cedamon et al., 

2017). Moreover, community forestry was realized as a critical local institution to respond to 

climatic change (Ojha et al., 2013). Similarly, participation in improving governance and equity are 

new dimensions added to the initially set objectives of community forestry.  

Stepping beyond the protection objectives, some of the forest and climate change-related policies 

and guidelines in Nepal have reflected the scope and roles of community forestry  in addressing 

the concerns related to livelihoods, governance, climate change, and biodiversity (Staddon, 2009). 

For example, the Forestry Sector Strategy (2016-2025) and National Adaptation Plan of Action 

(NAPA), 2010 have emphasized community forestry as a key institution at the local level for 

anchoring community-based adaptation measures. Nepal’s second Nationally Determined 

Contribution (NDC) has envisioned increasing the coverage of community-based forest 

management (CBFM), including community forestry, to 60% of the country’s forest area to achieve 

the national emissions reduction commitment (GoN, 2020). Similarly, Nepal’s National REDD+ 

Strategy (2018) has indicated community forests as an appropriate approach to reduce 

deforestation and forest degradation thereby enhancing carbon stock. Furthermore, the provision 

of integrating climate change concerns in the community forestry implementation guidelines for 

instance stipulating mitigation (REDD+) and adaptation related activities in the community forest 

user group (CFUG) operational plan, also highlights the scope and roles of community forests in 

addressing climate change. Apparently, these policy provisions are inadequate in terms of 

minimizing the risks and optimize opportunities as they were not developed keeping climate 

change related issues into account.  Hence, to capitalize on the scope of CFUGs towards achieving 

multidimensional outcomes may require redefining roles of CFUGs with explicit policy provisions 

including tenure security and benefit sharing between the government and local communities.  

Despite efforts to mainstream climate change in community forestry policy and provisions, 

changing rural demography, declining dependency on forests for livelihoods, and shift of 

management objectives from supply of subsistence forest products to commercial exploitation 

are some of the recent developments that needs to be taken into account. These concerns are 

generally attributed to globalization, rapid urbanization, and changing rural demography and rural 
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economy in Nepal (Gilmour, 2016; Ojha et al., 2017; K. Shrestha & Fisher, 2017). Unprecedented 

rates in outmigration of youths have added challenges in community forestry management (KC & 

Race, 2020; Lama et al., 2017). However, a huge portion of disadvantaged, women and poor 

groups are still relying on forest resources for their subsistence (CBS, 2014).  

Responding to climatic change through community forestry  

Community forestry is recognized for offering great potential in responding to climate change 

primarily in two ways – adaptation and mitigation. Widely distributed local institutions under the 

community forestry regime have strong social capital, thereby a considerable adaptive capacity 

and confidence to cope with adverse climatic conditions and risks ( Keenan, 2015; Gentle & 

Thwaites, 2017). Likewise, strong cohesion among forest users enables the identification of site-

specific adaptation options, design, and frame adaptation plans, and implement them efficiently 

(Ostrom, 2009; Chowdhary et al., 2017).  

With a strong network of CFUGs from local through national levels, community forestry has 

become a critical knowledge center for generating and sharing climate-related knowledge and 

information. Moreover, as a resource-based institution, the provision of using CFUG funds to 

climate-vulnerable communities helps to enhance livelihood supplement required to cope with 

climate hazards (Pandey et al., 2016). However, the existing capacity and approach of CFUGs and 

their institutions are inadequate to effectively deal with climate change adaptation activities 

(Sapkota et al., 2020) despite some milestone policies and plans such as NAPA (2010), Climate 

Change Policy (2019), and Local Adaptation Plan of Action (LAPA) Framework (2019).  

Similarly, community forestry practices have been contributing to address climate change risks in 

two major ways. Firstly, community forests play a critical role in the minimising carbon emissions 

and enhance carbon sinks. Results of several studies (DFRS, 2015; Rana et al., 2017; Thwaites et 

al., 2018) have demonstrated the success of community forests in removal of carbon with the 

annual increment of carbon stocks in the forest. Likewise, ICIMOD (2012) showed increase in mean 

annual per hectare carbon stock ranging from 2.67 to 3.53 tons (9.788 to 12.94 tons Carbon 

dioxide equivalent - CO2e) in 105 REDD+ pilot sites. In other assessments by Rana et al. (2008), 

Bhattarai et al. (2012), and Shrestha et al. (2013), estimated per hectare annual increment of CO2e 

in community forests is 5.13 tons, 7.46 tons, and 7.11 tons respectively. Secondly, practices 

adopted in community forests have shown to be an appropriate means of limiting deforestation 

and forest degradation. Sustainable harvesting and utilization of forests, and activities targeted at 

reducing forest degradation including control of forest fires and grazing are some of the key 

features of community forests in terms of its contributing to emission reduction (Poudyal et al., 

2013; Rana et al., 2017). 

Opportunities and challenges posed by climate change  

Community forestry practices is believed to be effective in responding to climate change. Recently, 

some of the interventions at the project level have worked well, particularly in capacity 

development and integration of climate change issues in the CFUG operational plans, which has 

shown to have positive outcomes ( Luintel et al., 2013; Chowdhary et al., 2017). For example, 

Hariyo Ban Programme in Nepal developed and implemented 331 community adaptation plan of 

action (CAPA) and 90 LAPAs (WWF, 2017). However, these interventions require an up and out-

scaling in order to have a broader impact.  
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The integration of climate change as a new agenda in the community forestry framework may add 

new opportunities and challenges. The policy framework developed in response to climate change 

has created additional incentive for local users to forest conservation. Community forest-specific 

adaptation and mitigation plans including REDD+ initiatives1, NAPA/LAPA/CAPA process, and 

ecosystem-based adaption (EbA), for example, have already created additional financial 

opportunities. Mitigation-related initiatives have contributed to improve forest governance, 

enhance participation of marginalized groups, and strengthen the institutional capacity of CFUGs 

(Luintel et al., 2013; Chowdhary et al., 2017). Recognition of customary rights on forest 

management and other concerns of Indigenous Peoples and local communities also offers 

opportunity for inclusive and equitable practices in community forestry (Poudyal et al., 2020).  

Despite several opportunities, climate change responses threaten locally established community 

forestry mechanisms. The major objective of REDD+ in mitigating emissions through the reduction 

of net emissions and enhancing carbon stocks may contradict with the overall objectives of 

community forestry. For example, Poudel et al. (2014) and Khatri et al. (2018) observed a 

restriction on grazing and forest products removal from REDD+ pilot sites in Nepal. Conflicts in 

objectives may require a substantial deviation of existing management practices which might 

eventually exacerbate the lives and livelihoods of forest-dependent communities.  

Promotion and security of customary and tenure rights, and resource uses are some of the other 

emerging issues facing natural resource management. Many scholars (e.g. Larson et al., 2013; 

Dokken et al., 2014) have argued that REDD+ may overlook local communities’ rights to access 

and use of forest resources. REDD+ requires a costly Measurement, Reporting, and Verification 

(MRV) system and increases transaction and operational costs, thus leaving limited incentives for 

poverty reduction and livelihoods. Small-holder CFUGs could be demotivated to conserve forests 

because of the financial burden and small benefits associated with REDD+. Moreover, increasing 

skepticism that the government may attempt to recentralize community forestry, thus 

compromising their autonomy and rights to make decisions still persists (Poudel et al., 2017). 

Similarly, emission displacement is another technical challenge. Findings from REDD+ pilot sites in 

Nepal have shown that local CFUGs reduced collection of fuelwood and fodder from community 

forests, while their dependence on private and other public forests gradually increased (Poudel et 

al., 2014).  

Debates on community forestry and climate change integration 

The changing contexts, responses to climate change, and the emerging opportunities and 

challenges discussed above indicate the need for debates at multiple domains of science, policy, 

and practice. Abrupt introduction of climate change agenda without prior assessments, may not 

fit well within a small patch of forest managed by a relatively small-sized community with very 

much similar needs and interests. As reported by Poudel et al. (2017), for example, REDD+ and 

other Payment for Ecosystem Services (PES) related interventions may seek bundling of CFUGs 

into a larger cluster. This will certainly force communities to compromise their exclusive autonomy 

and surrender some rights of decision-making to the cluster level institution. Such a larger scale 

institutional framework could make benefit-sharing more complex in terms of ensuring equity and 

accountability during the verification and compensation through carbon gains across CFUGs.  

                                                      
1  Emissions reduction program for TAL districts, Building a resilient Chure region in Nepal (BRCRN), National 

Adaption Plan (NAP) 
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Climate change policies primarily deal with the biophysical framework and are characterized by a 

rather technocratic, top-down, value-laden, and donor-driven approaches (Ojha et al., 2016; 

Poudel et al., 2017). Such policies may not sufficiently capture country-specific biophysical, social, 

and economic dynamics. As argued by Ojha et al. (2016), the technocratic climate policy process 

often misses out the opportunities to foster inclusive climate change responses, particularly to 

accommodate the concerns of local communities operating in diverse contexts.  

Apparently, there are emerging concerns over integration of climate mitigation and adaptation 

activities in community forests. For instance, current forest policies and legislations have treated 

mitigation and adaptation as separate strategies hence lacking adequate coherence during both 

formulation and implementation stages ( Regmi & Bhandari, 2012; Ranabhat et al., 2018). REDD+ 

related debates and discourses have mostly remained carbon centric, hence posing the risk of 

prioritizing fast growing timber species. Additionally, some community forests have a limited 

scope of carbon increment owing to the small forest area and slow growth rate in some geographic 

regions (Staddon, 2009). Small-holder CFUGs may receive tiny incentives from REDD+. Such an 

insignificant incentive may not attract local communities to manage the forests and invest in 

adaptation activities (Streck and Costanbader, 2012). 

An overemphasis on carbon and climate mitigation in community forests may exacerbate the 

multifunctional outcomes of ecosystem services and resilience (Ojha et al., 2019). Similarly, 

adaptation-related plans (e.g. NAPA, LAPA) do not consider mitigation consequences. Exploring 

possible community forestry management models to meet multiple objectives including local 

concerns, adaptation, and mitigation requirements demand a series of debates and discussions in 

the scientific and policy domains (Chowdhary et al., 2017). 

Strategies for keeping community forestry sustainable in the changing contexts 

Discussions so far reveal that community forestry in Nepal has been influenced by several 

nationally and globally designed agenda, thus resulting in drastic changes in the context since its 

inception in the mid-1970s. Climate change related policies in the case of community forestry are 

driven by two often conflicting normative conditions: forest management should aim for 

increasing carbon stock and community rights and wellbeing should not be compromised. So far, 

community forestry’s contribution in forest conservation, therefore in climate change mitigation 

(increasing carbon stock) is huge and local community institutions have demonstrated the 

potential to lead local adaptation measures. Changing community forestry contexts and dynamics 

of forest-people relationships are important arenas to be considered for making community 

forestry climate responsive: many community forests are already overstocked; forest-dependency 

has reduced significantly, or certain group of people only rely on forest; users’ forest products 

preferences have changed (e.g. more towards timber); forest user groups prioritize for 

commercially tradable products; opportunity costs are increasing and community forests require 

to offer adequate incentive for local people to invest their time and resources to attract them in 

forest-based activities; transaction cost is an important aspect that climate benefits should 

consider.  

The evolving climate change related policies in Nepal discussed in previous sections show 

considerable opportunities of developing community forestry as a climate responsive forest 

management regime by addressing the legitimate concerns: safeguarding community autonomy 

and rights, minimizing technocratic and administrative burdens, and ensuring equitable sharing of 

benefits. 
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As such community forestry has been acknowledged as the most effective approach for 

responding to climate change. Incentivizing schemes such as REDD+ are developed linking 

emission reduction largely with community-based forestry. Considering community forests as a 

vehicle for carbon mitigation strategy has been a matter of legitimate concern in terms of threat 

towards recentralisation of community forestry including controlled access, increased 

conditionality, high transaction costs, and advance skills/ technical requirements. Community 

forests can also be rewarded through locally developed PES schemes, establishing rights over 

water sources for example. CFUGs can be the best institutional vehicle for implementing climate 

actions at local level. Climatic actions, however, should not change or stretch too much away from 

the core values, rights and functions of the CFUGs. 
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Baral, Tek N. Maraseni, Ridish K. Pokharel, Megh Raj Kafle, and Akhileshwar L. Karna 

Current status  

Introduction of the first National Forestry Plan (1976) marks the advent of silviculture-based forest 

management discourse in Nepal. The plan identified technical forest management as one of the 

priority areas among different forest management activities. However, this did not help much in 

terms of translating discourse into practice, as the state and donor priorities were centred on 

decentralization of the forestry sector and handing over forests to local communities as 

community forest (CFs). The CFs were focused on forest protection and meeting subsistence needs 

of the local people (Acharya, 2002), so limited attempts were made for active forest management 

(Shrestha and Amatya, 2000; Yadav et al., 2003).  

Later in the 1990s, government made another attempt to introduce silviculture-based forest 

management in government-controlled forests, mainly in the resource rich regions of Tarai. This 

time, the Government with Finnish technical assistance introduced Operational Forest 

Management Plans (OFMPs) in 19 Tarai districts. The idea was to outsource management of the 

larger tracts of Tarai forest to private entities to optimize resource production. However, the plan 

could not be realized for two main reasons. First, there was strong resistance from the local people 

as there was lack of involvement/participation of local communities within the frame. Second, the 

central government didn't provide funds for implementing these plans (Bampton & Cammaert, 

2006).  

Following these efforts, in 2000, the government introduced silviculture-based forest 

management in community managed forests, as envisioned in the Forest Policy (2000). The policy 

mandated to follow the inventory guidelines, which introduced technical components in 

community forestry aimed at sustainable timber harvest based on the growing stock volume. In 

line with the policy, the Forest Act (1993) was amended in 2000 to include inventory requirements 

in CFs (Baral et al., 2018). Soon after the amendment of the Forest Act, community forest 

inventory guidelines was formulated, which prescribed the concept of Annual Allowable Harvest 

(AAH) based on mean annual increment (MAI) and growing stock while developing a forest 

operational plan. The guideline assumed that most of the CFs are under-stocked and 

recommended harvesting of only 50 to 80% of the MAI annually. This prescription was followed 

in almost all community forests aiming at increasing growing stock (Baral et al., 2018a; Basnyat, 

2020). The CF inventory guidelines was amended in 2003. 

However, the estimation of AAH based on MAI faced several critiques. There are several incidents 

of manipulating inventory of forest stocks for over/under-harvesting or controlling harvesting 

(Baral & Vacik, 2018; Baral et al., 2018). As a result, many community forest users groups are 

struggling to meet their timber demand domestically, causing internal conflicts. Similarly, in most 

cases, the prescriptions given in operational plans do not reflect the actual forest conditions. In 

such cases, forest inventory became merely a ritual having, less, if not no, use for developing 
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management prescription. The blanket assumption of under-stocking and following annual 

allowable harvest (AAH) has led many forests to be overstocked and unmanaged with poor forest 

health. In addition, this form of forest management was often blamed as an "inactive state of 

forest management", resulting in huge losses to the state revenue, community income, and 

employment opportunities (Subedi et al., 2014). 

To address the problems faced due to passive forest management, the Government of Nepal 

initiated a technically sophisticated scheme called Scientific Forest Management (SciFM) by 

piloting in Tilaurakot Collaborative Forest of Kapilvastu since 2012 (MoFSC, 2014). Following the 

lessons drawn from the piloting, a procedural guideline for SciFM was introduced in 2014 which 

became an important instrument in expanding the new form of forest management across Nepal. 

This became an important move towards silviculture-based forest management in Nepal (Basnyat 

et al., 2018; Poudel, 2018). However, the SciFM has become technically demanding and more 

complex and difficult for the local forest user groups (FUGs) to understand, plan and implement 

(Basnyat et al., 2018).  

On the technical aspect, the SciFM Guidelines recommended specific silvicultural systems i.e., the 

Indian irregular Shelterwood system, which involves high-intensity logging in annual coupe, 

leaving 15–30 mature mother trees (above 30cm diameter) per hectare for assisted regeneration 

(Basnyat et al., 2018; Poudyal et al, 2020a). The number of annual coupe or compartment is fixed 

based on the rotation period of the dominant species in the forest. There is no defined rotation 

period for various species in Nepal; so, the rotation for maximum volume production of timber is 

adopted from international practices. This program has been promoted across the country as "a 

new innovation" in forestry. As of 2019, the SciFM was practices across 47 districts, covering 

approximately 200,000 hectares (ha) area across 792 forest territories (760 community, 26 

collaborative and 6 government-managed forests (MoF, 2019). 

The SciFM scheme was over emphasized by the government forestry officials, often devaluing the 

existing established community-based forest management (CBFM) institutions. The SciFM, at least 

in theory, is expected to not only benefit the FUGs but also contribute to the national economy 

through increased revenue and employment opportunities. The promotion of scientific forestry is 

also driven by the motive of increasing the forestry sector contribution to Gross Domestic Product 

(GDP) (MoF, 2019; Basnyat, 2020). Further, the SciFM scheme arguably evolved to match the 

gradual shift in the CF management objectives from meeting subsistence local needs towards 

commercialization of valuable resources such as timber, as  forests are increasingly being valued 

for economic goods and services ( Khatri et al., 2018; Baral et al., 2019a;).  

Future scenario and implications 

Although the forest cover has increased significantly in Nepal, most of the CFs are turning into a 

dense, lush green jungle in the absence of management interventions. Protection oriented mind-

set of communities and minimal financial and livelihood incentives from the forest resources to 

the communities coupled with lengthy and hectic bureaucratic processes in forest harvesting 

distracted and detached communities from the production-oriented management (Baral et al., 

2019b; Poudyal et al., 2020). Moreover, limited knowledge of technical forestry among 

communities is also constraining the process of switching from passive to active management 

(Bhusal et al., 2020). While most of the stakeholders and communities agree for an urgent shift 
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towards active forest management, they contended the government’s policy of 'one size fits 'all' 

approach (Baral et al., 2020). Many researches questioned the single modality across diverse 

forest conditions and species ( Rutt et al., 2015; Basnyat et al., 2018; Bhusal et al., 2020; Poudyal 

et al., 2020). The forest type and condition in the hills is different from that in the mountains and 

Terai. In hills, low-quality broad-leaved species like Schima-Castonopsis is found naturally. Besides, 

these, forests were converted into pine plantations but later due to misconception of local people 

that pine causes dryness, the pines were converted to broadleaved forests. On contrary, the 

demand for products from broadleaved species is likely to reduce in the future. The market value 

of broadleaved timber, especially Schima-Castonopsis, is far less than for pine timber. However, 

ecosystem services of broadleaved forests are estimated to be higher than those of pine forests. 

The management of Terai forests is focused on hardwood, which is high in value and has 

construction uses, but most of the furniture, ply and pulp industries look for light and cheap 

softwood species. This demands for a rather hybrid management approach that meets the market 

demand, promotes regeneration and provides multiple goods and services. Therefore, the future 

scenario projection suggests shifting of current forest management practices.  

As the community forestry approach has been widely acclaimed for its contribution to forest 

conservation and supply of forest products, its potential in generating several ecosystem services 

such as carbon sequestration, climate change adaptation, watershed protection, wildlife habitat, 

and providing a number of direct benefits such as firewood, litter, fodder, and timber, has been 

highly recognized (Gautam et al., 2004; Chowdhary et al., 2017). Similarly, income and 

employment generation from local to national level is considered critical for the sustainability of 

CBFMs. 

In recent years, notable shift in forest management interventions has been observed in CBFM, 

which is likely to expand in the future (Baral et al., 2019a). Over the years, CBFM started with a 

simple forest operational plan with limited harvesting provisions and has gradually shifted 

towards a more active and extractive forest management. The technical requirement, which had 

imitated from the inventory-based planning, has moved towards intensive silviculture-based 

forest management. While technical validity or robustness remained contested, silviculture-based 

forest management will continue to persist (Basnyat, 2020).  

Since CBFMs are moving towards technically demanding and commercially oriented forest 

management, local communities may lose their control on management decision over the forest 

(Shrestha & Nepal, 2003; Basnyat et al., 2020). This may result in resistance over technical 

domination in participatory management, especially from non-state actors (Paudel et al., 2014). 

While stakeholders were opposing the current form of technical domination in community 

forestry (Poudyal et al., 2020), the government, on the other hand was promoting SciFM as a 

priority program across the country, irrespective of forest type, forest conditions and local needs 

(Basnyat, 2020). More importantly, there was growing polarization among the stakeholders on 

technical domination (Paudel et al., 2014) that ultimately led to cancellation of SciFM by the Nepal 

Government.  
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Key challenges, issues and debates 

Forest management in Nepal is in a passive stage and is economically underutilized, despite 

evidences that forest conditions have improved (Gurung et al., 2013; Gilmour, 2016; Luintel et al., 

2018; Baral et al., 2019b; Oldekop et al., 2019). This is attributed to the active community 

participation and protection-oriented forest management. In many places, forests were restored 

and areas under CBFMs expanded. However, silviculture activities were not as prescribed and 

were mostly limited to planting, cleaning, and improvement felling such as removal of dead, dying, 

diseased, decayed, wolf and over-mature trees (Baral et al., 2018). In addition, decrease in 

growing stock volume per hectare indicates the impact of passive forest management. The forest 

assessment conducted by the Government (DFRS, 2015) also indicates that the growing stock of 

forests has declined from 178 m3/ha in 1996 to 164.76 m3/ha in 2015. This implies that a 

fundamental problem exists wherein no matter the type of silviculture operations proposed, 

implementation has always been weak, resulting in sub-optimal production from forests (Baral et 

al., 2018a; Poudyal et al., 2020b).  

While scientific management remained in priority, aiming to promote regeneration for next 

rotation through intensive harvesting, the increment based AAH management has got less 

attention as it yields less timber. Less timber yield is mainly due to faulty calculation of increment 

since most of the operational plans estimate AAH based on the total MAI of the harvesting blocks. 

AAH should be estimated based on the total MAI of the entire forests and harvesting can be 

concentrated in a block. This could be primarily due to two reasons. First, field-level forest 

technicians and FUGs can have limited technical confidence in estimating AAH and prescribing 

appropriate silvicultural operations. Second, community forests have limited resources to practice 

intensive silvicultural operations in entire forests (Baral et al., 2018b). Moreover, the management 

objectives and other site quality factors, which are the primary basis for deciding the forest 

management system, including silviculture system, are diverse. Despite the importance of these 

factors in technical forestry, they were never discussed adequately in the Nepalese scientific 

forestry paradigm. Often, forest management was promoted as a textbook science, learning from 

the Indian experiences but not based on ground reality. Apparently, the technical robustness and 

validity of the management prescriptions remained a debatable issue.  

The forest management and silviculture system adopted should be determined by the forest 

condition. In matured forests, there is no or inadequate regeneration of desired species, and in 

plantation forests, increment-based harvesting/management is not appropriate. Increment and 

growing stock-based management is possible in the area of adequate regeneration. However, 

there is an information gap to determine the optimal number of plants for adequate regeneration 

and growing stock. There are also arguments for and against various silviculture systems. Every 

system has its uniqueness and application. Within a single stand, more than one system can be 

applied. Despite the merit of flexibility under the SciFM scheme, the blanket approach of adopting 

the Indian Irregular system in most cases in the Terai and foothills of Chure has posed questions. 

The current approach has neglected some of the fundamentals of forestry science by not 

considering stand conditions (forest types and species composition), forest management 

objectives, and site quality factors (soil, slope, topography, climate) in making a decision about 

silvicultural systems (Basnyat et al., 2018).  
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Among other issues, adoption of shelterwood system in SciFM is deemed problematic, which 

demands heavy opening for natural regeneration. This practice is supposed to be the best option 

to improve regeneration with limited canopy. However, there are other silvicultural systems, 

which could be followed depending upon the forest conditions. It seems that the stakeholders had 

limited confidence or trust over the other systems. Apparently, irregular shelterwood system 

appeared to be synonymous with SciFM. Nevertheless, there are instances of adoption of 

selection system in many districts such as Sindhuli of Bagmati Province, Dadeldhura of 

Sudurpaschim Province, and Dang of Lumbini Province. There is an argument over the focus of 

current scientific forest management. It is mostly focused on mature forests and is done based on 

silviculture principles and methods. If so, its applicability should not be limited to the timber-

producing forests, and should be applicable in managing non-timber forest products (NTFPs), 

ecosystem services and even in rehabilitating degraded land. In practice, the technical aspect 

received less attention. There is a question in regards to whether the current forest management 

practices meet the sustainability criteria. Except for Bajhang and Dolakha Districts, no community 

forest or community forest management has got Forest Stewardship Council (FSC) Certification. 

Hence, there is a need to examine the sustainability aspect in all management practices based on 

some internationally agreed standards such as the one approved by the FSC 2020 for Nepal. For 

SciFM, some criteria have been issued by Government’s Forest Research Training Centre, but they 

are not adequately applied. 

Confidence and capacity of communities and forestry officials is another challenge faced in 

silviculture-based forestry in Nepal (Sapkota et al., 2020). Confidence of these stakeholders can 

be developed through capacity enhancement, formal and on-the-job training, cross site visits and 

dialogues. Though we have CF development and forest inventory guidelines in place for more than 

two decades, dedicated guidelines or manual for silviculture options for different types of forests 

of Nepal are still lacking. Such manuals/guidelines will help guide stakeholders on SciFM practices. 

In addition, long-term research trials on the strengths and weaknesses of different forest 

management practices are yet to be initiated. Even if research is carried out, policy uptake is very 

limited. Evidence-based policy and guideline formulation are yet to be initiated in the national 

context.  

Way forward and reframing strategies 

There is a need for critical analysis of existing management practices and the development of a 

customized silvicultural model suitable for multi-functional forests and meeting multiple uses (in 

terms of both goods and services). Since FUGs have rights to decide on their forest management 

objectives, facilitating them in the process is critical. Despite the fact that active forest 

management is an urgent need to incentivize users, priority should shift from the timber-centric 

forest management approach to multifunctional management (Baral et al., 2019a). In this context, 

to minimize the challenge, we offer the following suggestions: 

¶ As suggested by (Gilmour, 2016), the notion of "appropriate" silviculture is very important for 

community forests, it should be appropriate for local users while also ensuring that they 

promote the long-term sustainability of the forest (Subedi et al., 2018). This clearly highlights 

the sovereign rights of respective users for making   decision on forest management 

objectives. A simple and straightforward guideline is needed to guide forest management 

practitioners in choosing appropriate silviculture options as per the forest management 

objectives.  
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¶ The present context and scenario demand a hybrid management approach that promotes 

regeneration as well as multiple goods and services, such as regulating and supporting 

services, e.g. biodiversity, soil conservation, water recharge etc. The silvicultural prescriptions 

and management interventions should be made according to the forest management 

objectives, forest conditions, and requirements of the FUGs (in case of community forestry). 

¶ Long-term research trials should be established, and results should be properly documented 

and disseminated before promoting any silvicultural forest management system. In addition, 

site quality indexes should be taken into consideration while proposing forest management 

practices.  
 

Active forest management intervention is likely to contribute to the local and national economy; 

however, care should be given to the technical appropriateness and the governance soundness. 

It should minimise lengthy and complex technical/bureaucratic procedures and increase 

acceptance from relevant stakeholders.  
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Can community forestry groups run forest businesses in Nepal? 

Govinda Paudel, Kiran Poudyal, Dinesh Paudel, and Bishnu Hari Pandit 

Introduction 

Governments across the world have increasingly been prioritizing community-based forest 

management. Currently, about 10 % of the world’s total forest area has been legally designated 

to the local communities and these communities own approximately 8% of the total area, making 

a total of 18% area owned or designated to the local communities (RRI, 2015). Community-

managed forests directly support the livelihoods of more than a billion people around the world 

(Baynes et al., 2015; RRI 2016; Katila et al., 2017).  Nepal’s community forestry program is far 

ahead of global average where communities are managing over one-third of the total forest area 

(GoN, 2018).  Studies show that communities are one of the best forest stewards of the global 

forest systems and therefore there is an increasing trend of handing over the forests to the local 

communities. Forests under the community management will keep on growing in the years to 

come which will provide communities with opportunities to own more land and manage resources 

(Sunderline et al., 2008).  

While community forestry in Nepal has made considerable progress in forest conservation, its 

contribution to revenue generation and livelihoods support has been considered moderate. Since 

1990s, discourses and interventions started in increasing income from forests and offering 

livelihoods opportunities to local communities, particularly the poor.  One of the methods of 

increasing community livelihood opportunities is through community-based forest enterprises 

(CBFEs) for generating income and employment at local level (Anderson et al., 2006; Tomaselli 

and Hajjar, 2011; ASFN, 2017). It has been expected that CF contributes to sustainable production 

of timber and non -timber forest products which can support not only to conserve forest 

ecosystems and landscape, but also to meet people’s subsistence livelihood needs, provide raw 

materials for forest-based enterprises, create jobs and substitute forest product imports (Antinori 

and Bray, 2005; Peredo and Chrisman, 2006; Del Gatto et al., 2018).  

Nepal has the potential of enhancing economic opportunities from forest enterprises. A recent 

study by the Department of Forest Research and Survey has found that there is an increase in the 

forest area and quantity of forest products (and services) in Nepal where forest cover has 

increased by almost 5% in ten years (DFRS, 1999; DFRS, 2015). The increase in the forest cover, 

resources base and product availability should provide opportunities for the growth of forest-

based enterprises. It is estimated that community forest user groups (CFUGs) invest Nepalese 

Rupees (NPR) 350 million each year in the production of forest products and services in which 

community forestry provide 31,000 full time equivalent jobs (ERI, 2011; Subedi et al., 2014). 

Paudel et al. (2014) analysed the annual allowable harvest of timber and found that selling 

unprocessed timber (logs) alone can be a profitable enterprise generating as high as NPR 27 billion 

income and approximately 21 thousand fulltime equivalent jobs every year.  

However, CBFEs encounter enormous challenges in maintaining economic profitability. The 

review of the masterplan for the forestry sector has found that the program for wood-based 

industries and non-timber forest products (NTFPs) ‘achieved little or had only limited success’ 
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(GON, 2016, 2019). Donor organisations also have similar conclusion that the programs promoting 

community forestry enterprises achieved little and that their efforts to increase productivity and 

income from forest enterprises were not successful (MSFP, 2012). Forest enterprises do not only 

have to compete with private companies and suppliers but also discouraged by excessive 

government bureaucracy creating space for rent seeking (FAO, 2018). There has not been 

adequate investment from the government to promote entrepreneurship in forestry, and 

therefore, despite high priority in policies and planning, the achievement in generating economic 

outputs from forestry is discouraging. Impacts of forestry enterprises in enhancing local 

livelihoods and generating economic opportunities have been minimal (Gilmour, 2016). Most of 

the communities are selling unprocessed products to the market, receive only a small share of the 

consumer price and therefore have not profitably run in long-term (Kelly and Aryal, 2005; Sapkota 

et al., 2020).    

Failure of such community forestry enterprises in sustaining production, income and employment 

opportunities has been attributed to a range of policy and operational constraints in raw material 

supply, transportation, processing and marketing which make forestry less attractive sector for 

investment and innovation (Paudel and Paudel, 2010; GON, 2016; Paudel et al., 2018; Adhikary et 

al., 2019). In this study, we amass, compile and assess policy documents, and the literature on 

forest-based enterprises to understand the legal, institutional and operational arrangements that 

govern forest-based enterprises. We focus more on key debates around the community forest 

enterprises, provide a more near-future scenario and present way forward in the changing socio-

economic context. 

Status of community-based forest enterprises 

Despite high policy priority and long-term collaboration between government and non-

government support organisations, there are no databases, in government or elsewhere, that 

provide an updated information about the Nepal’s community-based forest enterprises. Several 

state and non-state agencies, such as the Department of Cottage and Small Industries, 

Department of Industries, Federation of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and Industries’ (FNCCI) 

Forest Enterprise Division, and Ministry of Forest and Environment’s (MOFE) Forest Enterprise 

Promotion Division are supposed to support and regulate the CBFEs. The Department of Cottage 

Industry records about forest enterprises data but does not provide a categorical statistics about 

CBFEs. Instead, the department compiles agriculture and forestry enterprises together in one 

category. Nepal government’s industrial statistics only maintains data of industries having foreign 

direct investment (FDI). These record systems, whatsoever, completely ignore the traditional 

handicrafts and small forest businesses and therefore, there could be hundreds of community 

enterprises left unaccounted in the formal system.  

Looking at the record of the Department of Cottage Industries, it is evident that most of the 

enterprises involved in CBFEs are timber processing and saw milling, furniture making, essential 

oil extraction, juices making, bio-briquette manufacturing, weaving nettle fibre and garments, 

Nepali handmade paper etc. These enterprises are operating in different modalities, from 

individual businesses to joint ventures, mostly operating in partnership between private 

individuals/firms and community forest groups. 
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A relatively detailed study to provide a more categorical data of CBFEs was carried out in 2014 

which estimated that a total of 41,062 forest-based enterprises are operating in Nepal in which 

about 65% of these enterprises are related to timber, about 5% are of ecotourism and bioenergy 

and about one third of the enterprises are related to non-timber forest products (Subedi et al., 

2014). FAO’s study in 2018 finds that a total of 209,275 enterprises have been registered in district 

cottage and small industry offices in the fiscal year 2014/15. Among these enterprises, 12,591 

industries (six percent of the total registered enterprises) were classified as forestry enterprises 

such as furniture, sawmills, plywood and veneers and non-timber forest products (FAO, 2018). 

Key debates around community-based forestry enterprises 

After several years of experience in implementing community-based forest enterprises in Nepal 

and elsewhere, some debates are emerging to see the role, capacities and the participation of the 

community-based forestry groups in carrying out forest-based businesses. Questions have been 

raised on the suitability of CFUGs to carry-out business on its own. Community forestry provides 

an institutional ground for CBFEs, however, a considerable amount of suspicion has been laid on 

the potential of CF in delivering in income and employment through enterprising forestry 

resources (Agrawal, 2007; Gilmour, 2016; Shrestha and McManus, 2008). Here, we discuss major 

three debates. 

1. Is CFUG a right institution for CBFEs  

CF has been considered as a success story in Nepal in terms of generating positive social and 

ecological impacts of the forest management (Pokharel et al., 2007; Thwaites et al., 2018; Aryal et 

al., 2019; Oldekop et al., 2019). Direct economic outcomes, when compared to its ecological and 

social benefits, have been lower than its potential. From the direct economic profitability 

perspective, some have questioned the institutional compatibility of CF in delivering income and 

employment through enterprising forestry resources (Shrestha and McManus, 2008; Agrawal, 

2007; Gilmour, 2016).  It is argued that some of the inherent institutional characteristics of the 

community forestry and a range of policy and operational constraints have led to the 

underperformance of community forestry enterprises in sustaining production, income and 

employment opportunities (GON, 2016; Kelly and Aryal, 2005; Sharma et al., 2017). Agencies and 

actors promoting community-based enterprises mobilised private sector concepts, techniques, 

methods and steps in developing business plans and commercial ventures. The collective actions 

generated by the communities have been utilized only for protecting forests, conducting forest 

management activities, promoting biodiversity, conserving soil, water and overall environment. 

Common economic models interpret profitability from the individual competitiveness rather than 

community collective action. With this disjuncture, communities deserving reward for their long-

term investment in forest and ecological management are either neglected or the business 

compatible institutional set ups are ignored.  This context leads us to think: is the ‘community’ an 

appropriate (or not) institution to compete for financial profitability? How can the community 

forest be engaged into the enterprise value chain and offered a fair share of the business? Can 

there be any fixes that enable them to overcome the shortcomings (or challenges) that restrict 

them to do business?  
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In opposite, some argue that community-run businesses are struggling to survive not because 

communities are inappropriate institutions to implement entrepreneurship but because 

government and non-government organisations have not invested adequately and appropriately 

in providing business services and capacity building of the communities (Paudel and Paudel, 2010; 

Greijmans et al., 2014; MSFP, 2014; Gnych et al., 2020). More specifically, communities lack 

business support services, enterprise management skills, capacity development for enterprise 

operation, marketing or capacities to gain access to financial institutions and insurance. 

Government is investing in communities for resource generation and assessment, but not in 

entrepreneurship, business planning, financing and marketing (MSFP, 2014).  In addition, 

enterprise policies favour more to the private business than the community enterprises. Policies 

governing CBFEs such as registration, raw material collection, transportation, tax, accessing 

financial services, etc are complex, time consuming, and therefore, prone to subjective 

interpretation and rent seeking (Paudel and Paudel, 2010; Sharma et al., 2017; Paudel et al., 2018; 

Adhikary et al., 2019). Within a corrupt system, the private business plays much easier to deal with 

the officials than the CBFEs as they are constantly under public scrutiny.  

The debate looks like a ‘for and against’ divide of arguments on suitability of the community 

forestry institutions to do forestry business. However, the crux of the debate is to explore ways 

that communities can be integrated into the value chain of the forestry business and benefitted 

from it; and if there are (inherent) institutional limitations, how to overcome them.  

2. Does the market approach fit in community forestry situations? 

While community forestry operates within the interface between the community, government 

and non-government support organisation, neoliberal development that promotes market to be 

decisive in societal decision making is becoming a dominant paradigm in recent years. There have 

been debates on whether neoliberal idea of free market can work with community institutions 

and state governance in a way that benefits the forests and the community without compromising 

the community’s autonomy. The proponent of neoliberal concepts in development argues that 

the state controls much of the forests where the private sector is undermined, side-lined or 

completely ignored and has created unnecessary barriers to individual extraction of resources and 

marketing them for profit (McCarthy, 2005; Petrova, 2014). Those on the critique side argues that 

market efficiency-based concept promotes individualized competition, which does little to benefit 

rural communities. The notion of relegation of state (or social) control in neoliberal market 

mechanism creates an uneven playing field where local communities are often unable to compete 

effectively with much more powerful market actors. Therefore, the argument that automatically 

benefits the local community, and the environment is invalid (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). 

Brockington (2003) further argues that neither protectionist conservation nor neoliberal economic 

development benefits the rural communities. In this view, free market approach in conservation 

and forestry does not necessarily produce outcomes that benefit communities without significant 

social and ecological costs or compromises (Igoe and Brockington, 2007; Petrova, 2014). 

Contemporary research, therefore, place emphasis on the need of hybrid approach in which state 

and non-state actors, including those of private sector reorganize and collaborate to generate 

environmentally responsible economic activities in forestry.  McCarthy (2005) who worked in 

community forestry in the United States has advocated for a hybrid structure between the rising 

community forestry initiatives and market approach to development.  
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There has been a lot of policy recommendations for facilitating market-led forest 

entrepreneurship and provide private sector a leading role in doing business in partnership with 

the communities. However, over emphasis on private sector and business profitability with little 

or no government and societal control (relegated state or community) could lead us to another 

extreme of neoliberal ideas. In literature, there seems a considerable agreement that 

neoliberalism in forestry and environmental protection is neither beneficial to the local 

communities nor good for the environment (Igoe and Brockington, 2007). In the context where 

Nepal had adopted a ‘socialism-oriented economy’ in its constitution, we need to find a middle 

ground between a pure neoliberal discipline, community-based approach and a centralised state 

governance- the situation leading to what the literature terms as ‘a hybrid approach (Brockington, 

2003). This approach could provide a collaborative enterprising space for private investors and 

communities in which state enables the process with conducive policies, legal facilitation and 

business support system and also provide opportunities to forge a range of partnership modalities 

between the private sector, cooperatives and other community organisations including 

community forestry groups. The modalities, however, should uphold the autonomy of CFUGs and 

strengthen inclusion and equity. The state and other supporting organisations should provide 

(business) support service, technology and capacity development in a way that the communities 

and even an individual business compete (and benefit) with a larger business in the marketplace. 

3. Does existing policy instrument favour CBFEs? 

The Master Plan for the Forestry Sector (MPFS) 1989, a policy foundation for Nepal’s forestry 

sector, had outlined six primary programs, two of them focused primarily on facilitating the 

development of industries and enterprising activities based on wood and non-wood products 

(HMGN, 1989). The MPFS phased out in 2014, but its policy priorities on forest-based growth and 

enterprise development have been reflected in the current policies.  All of the periodic plans, 

including the recent 15th plan, have placed forest-based growth in a high priority and envisioned 

that the forest-based entrepreneurship contributes to the local people’s livelihoods and national 

economy. However, studies have not adequately examined to understand whether these policies 

are also supportive to community enterprises like the way they favour individual businesses and 

advocate for the promotion of private sector.  

Forest and industrial policies highlighted the importance of forest-based enterprise development. 

There has been a growing emphasis on engaging private sector in community forestry for forest 

conservation and economic development (Subedi et al., 2014; GON, 2016, 2019;). Forestry Sector 

Strategy 2016, the 15th Plan (FY 2019/20-2023/24) and Forest Policy 2019 acknowledged that the 

forestry sector has contributed little to the local (also national) economy and therefore, 

emphasised the need for the private sector to take a lead role in upscaling economic outcomes.  

In the institutional domain, the government agencies, e.g., Department of Industry, Department 

of Cottage and Small Industry, forest-based enterprise promotion division of the Ministry of 

Forests and Environment, have not done much to facilitate community enterprises. Instead, the 

complexities in enterprise policies and governing institutions create confusion and nuisances, 

consequently creating space for corruption and increased transaction costs for the enterprises to 

deal with such policy complexities (Paudel and Paudel, 2010; Sharma et al., 2017). The legal 

provisions set in Industrial Enterprise Act for enterprise registration are complex, time consuming 

and therefore costly (Paudel et al., 2018; Adhikary et al., 2019;). Policy provisions are often 

ambiguous, subject to personal interpretation and therefore misconstrued or inappropriately 
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implemented (Subedi et al., 2014; Rai et al., 2016;). The legal instruments set to govern the 

enterprise have not considered the community as an enterprising unit, and therefore unfairly, 

though not intentionally, discouraged community-based enterprises (Paudel and Paudel, 2010). 

Other private sector organisations such as FNCCI, and networks of forest industries like Federation 

of Forest-based Industry and Trade (FENFIT), JAWAN, Nepal Herbs and Herbal Products 

Association (NEHHPA) collectively have mandate to favour the private sector and advocate for the 

private sector’s rights. Taken together, policies and support organisations, government and non-

government support system, and existing networks have formed an uneven playing field favouring 

private businesses rather than the community owned forestry enterprises.  

These three key debates, discussed here sketch an outlook of the current status and future of the 

largely failed community-based forestry enterprises in Nepal, advocate for a departure on the 

existing policies and institutional arrangements in order to promote the community forestry 

enterprises. We have brought these debates into discussion at the time when community forestry 

has nationwide network of well-functioning institutions which has already demonstrated a 

significant potential in terms of generating forest goods and services. However, despite political 

and policy priority and long-term investment, CBFEs are not generating economic outputs as 

expected. Most of the enterprising initiatives are limited to selling unprocessed products to the 

market. Therefore, it is high time to think about how the community forestry institutes forest-

based entrepreneurship and, in addition to supporting the subsistence livelihood, how these 

institutions generate economic opportunities locally and contribute to the local (and national) 

economy. The debates have shed light on whether the community forestry is an appropriate 

institution, whether the policies support (or discourage) community enterprises and whether the 

neoliberal idea of free market economy fits with the community forestry conception to generate 

environmental and economic outputs.  

Recommendations 

Despite literature paint rather a bleak picture of Nepal’s CBFEs, rapidly changing socio-economic 

condition, increasing forest resources and recently evolving enterprise-friendly policies and 

expanding markets are some of the factors that could be capitalised to upscale and expand the 

CFUG managed forest enterprises. In addition, improving development infrastructure and 

increasing banking and insurance network across the country also support the development of 

forest product/service based enterprising activities (FAO, 2018). To promote forestry 

entrepreneurship, however, requires a firm commitment from the government and support 

organisations to make a conducive policy and operational environment. Base on the review of the 

CBFE policies, literature, past experiences of the CBFEs and discussion of the key debate around 

CBFEs, following recommendations can be a future pathway for the development of CBFEs in 

Nepal: 

1. We need to redefine the whole notion of productivity, profit and economic benefit that 

we understand today. CBFEs are social enterprises, having broader objectives of 

generating local employment, nurturing and strengthening community bonds, enhancing 

forestry and environmental values and ensuring equity. However, the (dominant) 

economics measures the performance of CBFEs using narrow indicators of financial profit 

and loss. If our economics was adequately informed by the larger national and global 

challenges of climate and inequality crises, we would have considered CBFEs as vital 
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economic institutions benefiting the people and the planet. Therefore, it is important to 

appreciate the value of CBFEs to the society in this changing context and breaking the 

narrower corporate understanding of productivity and profitability. This means 

restructuring the economy so as to reward all contributions of CBFEs so that these become 

financially viable. In such a case, a fair assessment of, and compensation for, all the public 

goods generated by CBFEs beyond pure economic profit makes sense.   

2. Rigid theoretical beliefs and interest-based positioning that advocates specific modality 

and institutional arrangements have constrained the space for exploration, 

experimentation and innovation. On the one hand, collective ownership and management 

have multiple benefits to ecology and society. On the other hand, privately owned and 

managed enterprises may have manufacturing efficiencies creating more profits, but the 

benefits are achieved at the cost of people and the environment. This is the time to 

embrace broader social participation, diverse ownership, working modalities and benefit-

sharing arrangements that suit the local context and resources. There are already a range 

of working modalities coming from the field experimentation. However, we have not 

adequately documented the lessons and insights, understood them and shared among 

the stakeholders to develop a common understanding. Based on this learning, the policies 

and programmes should encourage further experimentation and innovation that enhance 

productivity, sustainability and equity.  

3. Mapping of the existing CBFEs shows that there exists a strong co-existential relation 

between the small, community enterprises in rural areas and larger, private enterprises 

in the cities. There is always a room for community-run business and privately owned 

companies to co-exist, growing together and creating synergies. The CBFEs are usually 

primary processors at the bottom of the value chain who pass on their products to the 

next level of value chain where urban-based enterprises carry out further value addition 

and deliver the products to the enterprises at the higher level in the value chain. Looking 

into the position of the enterprises in the value chain and their operation suggests that 

the privately owned (and managed) larger enterprises may not compete with micro-level 

collective CBFEs but could forge collaboration for mutual benefits. The question now is 

working towards mutually beneficial arrangements that offer a fair share of benefits and 

ensure sustainability of the business.  

4. Despite the sole domination of neoliberal ideals of the market led economy globally since 

the 1970s, there is an increasing realization of the need of the state as a regulator and 

facilitator. In our national context, while we jumped into the market economy during 

1990s, today major political parties adopt a ‘socialism-oriented economy’ which has been 

inscribed in the constitution. Translating these ideas into practice implies to create a level 

playing field for diverse types and scales of enterprises where individuals, private firms or 

communities can enter into business where the state (and support organizations) 

collaborate to provide a conducive policy environment and support systems. In addition, 

cooperatives are to be promoted for local economic activities and enterprise 

development. In the case of CBFEs, this means, providing them with needed capacity, 

technology and other support so that they can economically prosper and collaborate with 

the larger business and also generate multiple social and environmental benefits. 
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Changing forestry interests in the mid-hills of Nepal: 

Implications for silviculture policy and practice  

Edwin Cedamon, Douglas Bardsley, and Ian Nuberg 

Introduction 

Forests continue to play important livelihood roles in rural Nepal. However, forest and society 

relationships are at a new crossroads, driven by a political regime shift and profound changes in 

the socio-economic context associated with a transition in the agrarian economy (Ojha & Hall, 

2021; Pain et al., 2021). A prominent example of changing forest-society relation is the declining 

household dependency on major community forest products such as timber and firewood (K.C. et 

al., 2021). Increasing outmigration and remittances are a component of that reduced household 

dependency on community forest, but there has also been a trend to an intensification of 

agricultural and forestry activities on private lands and a greater reliance on non-farm income 

(Cedamon et al., 2018; Fox, 2018). While these changes have been identified only recently, 

concerns had been raised as to how forest policies and silviculture regimes could be reflective and 

responsive to community forest users and private forest owners having multiple forest 

management objectives (Cedamon et al., 2017). Here we discuss the key results emerging from a 

recent socio-ecological analysis of the perceptions of rural respondents in Nepal, to describe how 

the households’ aims and activities appear to be changing in relation to the forest. 

A socio-ecological research approach aims to recognise and prioritise the understanding of the 

interactions between the local social and ecological systems, particularly as interventions are 

applied in remote, regional or otherwise marginal places or communities (Bardsley & Wiseman, 

2016). For that reason, the approach is applied widely, but not uniquely, in the developing world, 

where sophisticated socio-cultural relationships with local environments still dominate many local 

social actions and processes in relation to local environments, and those relationships provide key 

frameworks for individual and collaborative thought and action (Berkes et al., 2009; Dukes et al., 

2011). If the relationships between human and non-human actors can be understood, there are 

opportunities to support positive aspects of those relationships or identify potential or 

experienced deficiencies and conflicts so they could be rectified to manage risks or exploit 

opportunities (Bhattarai et al., 2021; Kolinjivadi et al., 2015; Morgans et al., 2017; Pandey & 

Bardsley, 2015).  For example, community goals may correspond or conflict with individual goals 

in relation to the forest; or, on other hand, policy or management plans may be based on 

assumptions that are either supported or revealed to be less than valid once the socio-ecosystem 

is better understood. Both the formal, policy driven approaches to guide and support socio-

ecosystems and the opportunities for less formal socio-ecological monitoring and action can be 

researched and applied independently or simultaneously in socio-ecological research (Levers et 

al., 2014; Castro-Arce & Vanclay, 2020; Waylen et al., 2019), but it is the latter that we are mostly 

concerned about here.  

The approach aims to develop understanding of the perceptions and management of the forest, 

and particularly the roles of local social diversity to influence perceptions of the forest and both 

individual and community activities in the Nepalese Mid-hills. Following a socioecological research 

approach, this chapter aims to present how forest users are valuing and utilising forests in the 
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mid-hills of Nepal. The analysis presented here provides important insights into how perceived 

values and activities are changing in association with new risks and opportunities. Perception 

analysis was employed on data of a large household socio-ecological survey conducted by the 

EnLiFT2 Project1. The survey included 600 households in five sample sites in Kavrepalanchok and 

Sindhupalchok Districts of Bagmati Province and was conducted between October 2019 and 

March 2020 (Figure 1). At least 100 household heads were interviewed from each site, with a good 

representation of respondents by gender, caste, education and age. Socio-economic, 

management perception and demographic data were collected quantitatively using stated values, 

yes/no binary questions and 1-5 Likert scale ratings (Bardsley et al., 2020). 

 
Figure 1. Locations of the socio-ecological household survey in the mid-hills of Nepal 

                                                      
1  EnLiFT2 Project is a collaborative research project, funded by the Australian Centre for International Agricultural 

Research (ACIAR), aiming to enhance forest management practices in community forests and private lands to 
improve livelihoods, social equity and environmental impacts. See EnLIFT2 Project website 
https://enliftnepal.org/ for more details. 
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The evolution of forest governance in Nepal 

Forests in Nepal provide multiple values to local communities, but their key roles have changed 

over time (Shrestha & McManus, 2008). Clearances of the mid-hills for agricultural development 

and timber deforested large areas in the Nineteenth and early Twentieth Centuries (Bajracharya, 

1983). From the 1960s, widespread re-afforestation occurred in Nepal with support from 

international agencies (Paudyal et al., 2017). For example, the Australian Government worked 

with the Government of Nepal (GoN) to re-establish forests and develop forestry industries in the 

mid-hills since 1966 (Nuberg et al., 2019). The value of Pinus species to quickly protect denuded 

slopes and generate timber from marginal soils were especially recognised and woodlots of that 

genus were planted across the landscape over the subsequent decades.  While there was a decline 

in the risks of landslides and erosion, large areas of forest were seen as increasingly under-utilised 

as people migrated out of the region (K.C. et al., 2017). With that sense of under-utilisation, came 

arguments for new commercial, subsistence and conservation opportunities from the direct 

utilisation of the forest (Nightingale, 2003).  

The CFUGs have also been shown to be good environmental stewards, guiding management to 

ensure improvements in ecosystem, land and biodiversity management (Paudyal et al., 2017). 

While local concerns are reflected in CFUG planning and activities, knowledge on how 

communities perceive forest values, and how attitudes towards the forest have changed over 

time, is less often recognised. This gap is important, because research indicates that the CFUGs 

are not meeting their livelihood goals, especially for poorer community members (Gurung et al., 

2011; Sapkota et al., 2020). Surveys revealing community perceptions of forests, their utilisation, 

and how attitudes and behaviours are trending are increasingly important to guide forestry 

activities, planning and policy (Baynes et al., 2015).  

There are major structural changes underway in the mid-hills of Nepal. Nepal became a Republic 

in 2008 and the economy is changing as the nation moves away from the primacy of subsistence 

agriculture into new economic and agricultural opportunities. As those shifts occur, there are 

more opportunities for education, new employment opportunities in commercial enterprises, and 

the exploitation of temporary and permanent migration as a means of supplementing incomes 

through the development of new livelihood pathways (Chaudhary et al., 2020; Fox, 2018; K.C. et 

al., 2021). New supply chains are emerging with much timber used in Nepal able to be sourced 

internationally or from the Terai. Simultaneously, communities in the mid-hills are utilising the 

forest to support a wide range of agricultural and livelihood activities, especially accessing fodder 

and mulch for livestock and land management. New exogenous risks are emerging, including 

climate change and, in recent times, Covid-19 impacts, which are also raising questions about the 

resilience of local livelihoods and the roles of the forests to minimise the risks (Aryal et al., 2014; 

Basnyat et al., 2020; Pandey & Bardsley, 2015). Apart from identifying community perceptions of 

the forest at a point in time, reliable and systematically collected quantitative and qualitative 

socio-ecological data can also be a key tool for understanding the rapidly changing relationships 

between people and the forest. By responding to knowledge of key structural trends within mid-

hill communities, agroforestry could become a more important tool for enhancing values for local 

communities and mitigating potential risks, such as climatic or demographic change. One of those 

key trends may involve a general reticence of community members to be actively managing the 

forest, which in turn would generate the need for highly trained personnel to undertake work that 

benefits all members of a CFUG. It is such a trend that is examined in this chapter. 
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The declining contribution of farm income to the household economy in the mid-hills of 

Nepal 

Livelihoods in the rural mid-hills of Nepal are generally perceived to depend on small-scale, labour 

intensive subsistence-based farming systems, where trees and livestock are integral part of the 

complex agri-food system (Carter & Gilmour, 1989; Thapa, 1996; Gilmour & Nurse, 1991; Garforth 

et al., 1999). However, farming as a livelihood activity has however declined in the two decades 

in rural Nepal. The Nepal Living Standard Survey estimated that about 75-81% (CBS, 1997) of 

working population in mid-hills and mountain regions reported self-employment in agriculture in 

1996, whereas by 2011 that dependency on agriculture had slid down to 63-71% (CBS, 2011).  

While the majority of Nepal population are still engaged in farming, the context of those activities 

is changing. Nepal is passing through a rapid agrarian transition, where more people across rural 

areas are moving away from a direct dependence on subsistence agriculture, and as it does so it 

is transitioning from a country with a simple agriculturally based economy to a place where many 

people in rural areas now working as labourers or becoming dependent on secondary and tertiary 

industries for their livelihoods ( Rigg, 2006; Fox, 2018; Pain et al., 2021). Quoting (Byres, 1977, 

260) the process of economic development has a tendency to “hasten the process of 

differentiation among the peasantry”, with a group who remains dependent on subsistence 

agriculture, and a group that is more focused on commercial agriculture or off-farm economic 

activities.  

Such a differentiation of household types is reflected here in relation to the dependencies of 

households on agricultural and forestry. The socio-ecological survey showed that less than one 

third of respondents were accessing more than half of their income from agriculture and forestry 

(Table 1), with only about 12% deriving 75-100% of their income from agriculture and forestry. 

These findings are consistent with the 2010-2011 Nepal Living Standards survey where farm 

income constituted only about 28% of the total household income, a huge fall from 61% in 1995-

1996 (CBS, 2011).  

Table 1. Distribution of respondents by percent income from agriculture/forestry 

Income from agriculture/ forestry (%) Frequency Percent 

0-25 200 33.8 

26-50 216 36.5 

51-75 104 17.6 

75-100 71 12.0 

Total 591 100.0 

 

While for many people the forest remains an integral component of the farming system in the 

mid-hills of Nepal, the changes in the rural economy are impacting on forestry interests, and 

therefore in forest management objectives and actions. This shift in the activities that are being 

undertaken in the forest were also reflected in socio-ecological survey. The work found that 

almost all respondents are involved in CFUG activities, but households commonly stated that they 

are less actively managing or utilising the community forest than they did five years ago, including 

in relation to key activities such as tree planting, clearing unwanted trees, timber harvesting, 

fodder/grass collection and firewood gathering (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2. Mean perceptions of the importance of involvement of respondents in community forestry 

activities at the time of the survey and five years previously, with involvement scores from 1 ς 

unimportant to 5 - extremely important 

While interventions such as planting new species, pruning and clearing have declined in relative 

importance as forests mature, so have the activities relating to subsistence production activities 

of harvesting firewood, fodder, grass and litter (Figure 2). In other words, people are less involved 

in forestry activities in general, but the most striking decline has been in forest-use activities that 

support subsistence livelihoods. All major activities in the forest were perceived by respondents 

to have declined from five years ago to the present. Once again, it appears as though people are 

becoming less dependent on their immediate environments to source livelihoods in rural Nepal, 

and as that dependency on local natural resources to generate livelihoods declines, so 

relationships with the forest are changing. This trend in declining engagement with community 

forestry across the mid-hills may also call for an appropriate response in forest policy, which has 

largely considered that the forests remain an integral component of local rural economies in Nepal 

(Pain et al., 2021). 

The direct benefits attributed to the forest by households also provides important insights into 

the wider socio-ecosystem. Respondents from all municipalities did not value the sale of timber 

highly, with only sixty four out of 600 respondents, or approximately 11 percent of the sample, 

having sold timber in the last five years. Rather, respondents were prioritising non-use, aesthetic 

values or non-destructive use values such as timber for private use, fuel, mulch and fodder (Figure 

3). In other words, people do not appear to be valuing the commercial exploitation of the forests 

for timber highly, but there is a strong recognition of agroforestry values for local building, fuel 

and agricultural resources. The single lowest ranked direct benefit of forest product by any caste 

was timber for sale by the Dalit caste, and the use of the forest for mulch/leaf litter or fodder/grass 

for animals was also significantly lower for Dalit respondents than other castes (Figure 4). 
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Figure 3. Mean relative importance of the direct benefits of community forests by municipality using 1-5 

Likert scale data, with municipalities arranged from farthest (Lisankhupakhar) to nearest (Banepa) to 

Kathmandu 

 
 

 
Figure 4. Mean perceived direct benefits of forest products and activities by caste using 1-5 Likert scale 

data 
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Despite the declining involvement in forestry activities and the broad lack of perceived benefits of 

commercial timber production, many respondents stated that they were still interested in 

investing more into their community and/or private forests and learning about new forest 

products, especially for timber and medicines (Table 2).  

Table 2. New commercial forest products that could be successful exploited as identified by 

respondents 

New products Frequency Percent (%) 

Flowers 3 1.1 

Fodder 4 1.4 

Fruit 9 3.2 

Medicinal & aromatic plants 89 31.9 

Non timber products 14 5.0 

Timber 158 56.6 

Vegetable 1 0.4 

Water 1 0.4 

Total 279 100.0 

 

The interest in potential new commercial activities in association with the forest suggests that 

there is a latent demand for more opportunities to exploit the forest for commercial outcomes if 

the support mechanisms could target specific local goals. Together, there appear to be conceptual 

and real barriers to achieving commercial forestry goals, and a need to better understand how 

agricultural activities rely on inputs from the forest, both of which may necessitate the careful 

tailoring of programs that respond to the different goals of individuals and CFUGs to manage the 

forests as an integral component of a wider agroforestry system. 

Managing community forests as a component of multi-purpose agroforestry systems 

The changing relationship between communities and their forests in Nepal raises some very 

important questions for policy and practice. In particular, the question emerges: how could the 

forest be managed to better meet the needs of communities as they transition from subsistence 

production systems to more diverse or sophisticated livelihood opportunities? Some people are 

still highly dependent on the forests for subsistence and/or commercial activities. All caste classes 

identified values of the forest that contribute to broader livelihood activities of accessing organic 

matter for crops, feed for animals, or timber for household uses and fuel as the most important 

(Figure 4). Yet, the data also suggests that there is limited use of the forest as a commercial entity 

across all communities, and while some people are selling timber, it still does not represent a 

major industry, even though the forest is a standing natural resource for all groups (Figure 3). The 

results also indicate that respondents largely consider that their activities in the forest are 

declining (Figure 2). While people are still undertaking low-skill or traditional activities such as 

grazing or collecting food from the forest, they are less involved in the more complex activities 

such as thinning or harvesting, which is suggesting an increasing specialisation of roles. 

 

 



   

68 

Managing community forests to better reflect the subsistence agroforestry values and incipient 

alternative commercial values may need to form a more significant component of research, 

planning and action in the future. That result is important, because a lot of the limitations of 

community forestry are said to relate to governance arrangements ( Shrestha & McManus, 2008; 

Thoms, 2008; Gurung et al., 2011; Yadav et al., 2017; Sapkota et al., 2020).  

While those arguments are important, the results here suggest that important structural changes 

across Nepalese society may be playing a role to diminish the importance of the forest as a 

livelihood asset within the surveyed communities (K.C. et al., 2017; Fox, 2018;). The focus here 

was on CFUGs relatively close to the capital city of Kathmandu, and therefore the households are 

more representative of communities experiencing a range of new economic opportunities in the 

mid-hills. They are therefore likely to be places which are further down a pathway of agrarian 

transition away from subsistence agriculture than most other parts of the mid-hills. In that regard, 

the results presented in this chapter may become reflective of rural households’ attitudes in the 

future. Household respondents stated that they are interested in investing more into their 

community and/or private forests in the future, and learning about new forest products (Table 2). 

That suggests a latent demand for more opportunities, but also barriers to commercialising forest 

activities and translating the aims for investment and interest into outcomes. Forestry in most 

developed societies is managed and implemented by forestry specialists who must negotiate the 

complex processes relevant to governing and enacting forestry. Perhaps, as the economies of rural 

Nepal become more sophisticated, there could be more targeted support of specialist commercial 

activities that reflect specific forestry interests and opportunities within communities, while also 

recognising the continuing importance of subsistence agroforestry systems.  

Conclusion 

As Nepalese society evolves with changing economic and socio-ecological opportunities and risks, 

the roles of forests are changing as well. Socio-ecological research that examines people’s 

perceptions can help to identify important changes in how people think about, work with and 

exploit the forest. By developing understanding of the local socio-ecosystem in relation to forest 

management, the work here indicates that there are opportunities to develop unique forestry 

pathways that better meet the goals of CFUG members as rural Nepal transitions to be less directly 

dependent on local natural resource exploitation. There is evidence to show that community 

forestry policy could aim to develop the agroforestry system as recognised by local communities 

to support the production of a mix of timber and non-timber forest products rather than simply 

woodlots producing timber. If forests could be managed as complex agroforestry systems, 

multiple vested interests in forest management would continue to provide local needs, assisting 

to address equity and access issues. Beyond that, opportunities for commercial timber production 

by the few interested individuals in CFUGs could be supported more directly with technical 

training and other assistance to exploit the best value of timber resources. Perhaps appropriate 

high-end forestry skill and knowledge development is required within different CFUGs to manage 

forests in a sophisticated manner to meet the needs of end users. Even though any particular 

household might not be directly involved in commercial forestry activities, systems could be put 

in place to direct their profits back to the wider communities as the use of the forest becomes 

more intensive. 
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Gender equality and social inclusion in community forestry: 

Status, trends and future prospects 

Kalpana Giri, Basundhara Bhattarai, Sujata Tamang, Radha Wagle, and Sindhu Dhungana 

Summary 

Conversations on gender equality and social inclusion in CF has become challenging in the context 

of emerging discourses on timber-centric management, federal governance mechanisms, and 

changes in landuse patterns due to outmigration and urbanization. Large scale outmigration and 

urbanization has altered the rural households’ dependence on forest resources. There is an 

ongoing discourse on shifting from subsistence to commercial models of forest management in 

CF, especially in high earning CFUGs. The current discourse around economic growth centric 

slogan – “Forestry for Prosperity” -  has largely misinterpreted GESI as an obstacle to achieving 

prosperity. Elite capture, mostly dominated by men, is more prominent especially in high earning 

CFUGs. Perpetuating such narratives risk the gains so far made through CF.  

The struggle for ensuring GESI in CF is thus twofold: first, it needs to adopt an adequate 

intersectional equity focus to adequately respond to the differentiated needs and rights of 

women, ethnic groups and other actors engaged in forest policy, institutions and governance 

mechanisms. Second, it needs to consciously link and increase the forest sectors’ interface with 

wider levels of systemic factors for transforming structural inequities that perpetuate and 

reproduce gender inequality and social exclusion.  This chapter offers some suggestions to move 

forward.  

Context, key trend and topics  

Forty years ago, women’s knowledge, care roles and socio-economic dependence on forest 

resources were used as a premise for women’s engagement in Community Forestry. As part of 

performing their household duties and care roles, women performed major roles in forests 

spanning from collecting forest food and fruits, fuelwood, fodder, leaf compost and bedding 

materials, and managing grazing. Their close association with forest space and resource made 

them more acquainted and relatively knowledgeable about forest condition and its resources. If 

tapped, women’s forest-based knowledge and experiences is deemed valuable for forest 

conservation, use, and management of CF (Molnar, 1991; Pandey, 1990).  As such, women at the 

communities were explicitly identified as a ‘primary user1’ in Forest Act.  

The early years of gender efforts was focused on ensuring representation of women in community 

forest user groups, forming women-only institutions, and increasing women’s leadership and 

decision-making in CF governance (Ojha et al., 2009). For instance, Community Forestry 

Development Guidelines (2008) placed mandatory provisions to include at least 50% women in 

the executive committee with either chairperson or secretary being a woman. Community 

networks such as Federation of Community Forestry Users Nepal (FECOFUN) and Himalayan 

Grassroots Women's Natural Resource Management Association (HIMAWANTI) conducted 

                                                      
1   The Forest Law, 1993 explicitly identified women as “primary user” to be identified and consulted in community 

forestry operations. 
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community campaigns and training programs to increase sensitivity and space for women’s 

leadership within communities. Several operational tweaks were consciously adopted in practice 

to deter structural biases by forestry institutions2 (FAO, 2003). Community funds within 

community forest user groups included gender criteria for spending on women and poor groups. 

Several legal and institutional provisions were successively adopted to ensure women’s 

representation in CF’s governance, decision-making and benefit-sharing3. The collective efforts of 

government policies including GESI Strategy and CF Guidelines (quota, inclusive benefit sharing 

mechanisms), training, extension and movements of FECOFUN, HIMAWANTI, Nepal Federation of 

Indigenous Nationalities (NEFIN) and associated community networks’ have contributed to carve 

spaces for women’s engagement in CF, and to contribute to achieving gender equality in CF (FAO, 

2003). The agenda for gender equality is gradually expanded as an agenda for gender equality and 

social inclusion to include other socially excluded categories such as Dalits, and Indigenous 

groups4. 

Gender and community forestry is one of the most extensively researched subjects.  There is 

ample evidence suggesting that communities are not homogenous, and women’s and men’s 

needs and relationships to forests are differentiated, and mediated by social, economic and 

political relationships. In early years of CF, gaps in terms of representation and inclusion of specific 

social groups such as women, Dalits and indigenous groups were reported (Buchy & Subba, 2003; 

Pandit & Bevilacqua, 2011). The recent data, however, suggests an increase in representation.  For 

instance, women now hold a critical mass of 42 percent (87724) of membership spread over 

22,645 executive committees and 204,750 executive committee members that represent CFUGs5. 

Indeed, CF has provided an opportunity for Nepalese women to explore, experience, and engage 

their presence and role in the public sphere that was previously inaccessible and denied for them 

(Giri & Darnhofer, 2010). The critical mass of women in decision-making spaces makes them visible 

and grants them legal rights to influence decisions in CF governance. Many of the women and men 

leaders engaged in (CFUGs) contested and won 2017 elections (FECOFUN & RRI, 2018), which can 

also be attributed to prior leadership and public space exposure gained through CF. Over 600 

women leaders, who were in different leadership position of CFUGs, won local level elections6. 

Studies also confirm a positive relationship between women’s presence in executive committees 

                                                      
2  For example, both male and female names were listed in the member list of the community forest user group. 

This practice was aimed to deter the cultural bias in most Nepalese societies that associate only male members 
as the figurative head of their households, and thus registered as such across all formal (legal) documents.  

3  Several policy level mandates were formulated, some examples include: 
- MoFSC. 2007. Gender and Social Inclusion Mainstreaming Strategy. Ministry of Forests and Soil 

Conservation, Government of Nepal, Kathmandu, Nepal. 
-  MoFSC, 2015. Community Forestry Guideline 2015. Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation, Government 

of Nepal, Kathmandu, Nepal. 
- Forest Act, 2019---Section 22: At least 50 percent of the total income of Community Forestry User Groups to 

be spent in poverty reduction, women empowerment and enterprise development. The Act (in Nepali) can 
be accessed in (http://mofe.gov.np/downloadfile/%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%A8-%E0%A4%90%E0%A4%A8-
%E0%A5%A8%E0%A5%A6%E0%A5%AD%E0%A5%AC_1573016200.pdf) 

- National Forest Policy, 2019, Policy number 8.8. Social safeguards, inclusion and governance---Policy: gender 
discrimination  in all government, community, cooperative and private sectors in forestry  institutions 
eliminated. Strategy: Strategies, laws, budgets, programs and practices of all forestry sector institutions will 
be adopted in a way that fifty percent women are included with decision making authority. Full policy (in 
Nepali): http://mofe.gov.np/downloadfile/Ban%20Niti_1554873640.pdf);  

4  In this chapter, we mainly focus on unequal gender relations between men and women while identifying the 
need to intersect between and among sub-groups of men and women.  

5  Primary data retrieved from MOFE, December 2020. 
6  https://rightsandresources.org/women-fecofun/, accessed 25th June, 2021 

http://mofe.gov.np/downloadfile/%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%A8-%E0%A4%90%E0%A4%A8-%E0%A5%A8%E0%A5%A6%E0%A5%AD%E0%A5%AC_1573016200.pdf
http://mofe.gov.np/downloadfile/%E0%A4%B5%E0%A4%A8-%E0%A4%90%E0%A4%A8-%E0%A5%A8%E0%A5%A6%E0%A5%AD%E0%A5%AC_1573016200.pdf
http://mofe.gov.np/downloadfile/Ban%20Niti_1554873640.pdf
https://rightsandresources.org/women-fecofun/
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with better decisions on sustainable firewood extraction, regeneration, transparent fund 

management, and compliance regulations, which are linked to improved environmental and 

governance outcomes (Leone, 2019). Community forestry has also contributed to local livelihoods, 

and supplemented communities’ income from forest resources (Adhikari et al., 2014; Thoms, 

2008).  In some cases, CF’s forest funds at the community level have been used to address wider 

needs of women and other marginalized communities. For instance, soft loans and scholarships 

are targeted to low-income groups; health care facilities and aids are provided to pregnant 

women, and water harvesting technologies are placed in water scarce places. 

The positive outcomes in numbers and access to resources, however, remains limited to ensure 

meaningful participation of women, poor and indigenous groups in CF. Usually, the major control 

of decision-making is retained by men (Chhetri et al., 2013). At present, the major share (94%) of 

key decision-making posts such as Chairperson is retained by men, compared to 6% by women7, 

signalling that men are occupying the most powerful positions of decision-making across CFUGs. 

Even when women are represented in executive committees and have legal rights to decision-

making, women leaders across CF have experienced deep seated resistance to exercise their rights 

due to deep-rooted gendered ideologies and prejudices that privilege men as a leader (Wagle et 

al., 2017a).  This happens because Nepalese society’s patriarchal structure and cultural norms 

accord more power and establish men’s domination through performance of gendered roles and 

behaviors in the public sphere of forestry (Lachapelle et al., 2004; Upadhyay, 2005), which is also 

reinforced by CF institutions and actors and manifested in forest programming and practice 

(Christie & Giri, 2011; Khadka et al., 2014). Forest governance and management decisions are thus 

based on male norms, and usually disadvantage women as a social group. For instance, CF 

management plans and approaches are more directed towards timber-focused management 

models, ignoring priorities of women’s livelihood needs (for firewood, or other non-timber forest 

products)8, at the cost of risking women’s livelihoods or adding to workloads (Bhattarai, 2020). CF 

also remains limited in addressing the cultural and spiritual rights of indigenous people to forest 

spaces, including indigenous women’s access rights to forest spaces, products and livelihood 

patterns9.  

More importantly, interventions are missing to address other important issues that women in CF 

face. For instance, women have limited political rights to land and economic resources. They have 

high workloads, due to care work in the home and unpaid labor in CF’s governance and are at risks 

of harassment and gender-based violence10. These topics are important to women, and are crucial 

determinants for women’s meaningful participation, and their political empowerment. However, 

the topics of women’s political rights, workloads, and gender-based violence are considered to fall 

beyond the scope of “technical purview” of forestry policy and extension mechanisms. Even when 

evidence indicated wider prevalence of sexual harassment across forest workspace (Giri & Dongol, 

2020), the lack of institutional response to ensuring safe and dignified forest workspaces also 

speaks of how these topics are not deemed relevant to forestry sectors’ work.  

                                                      
7  Primary data retrieved from MOFE, December 2020. 
8  Women in subsistence economies tend to opt for non-timber, non-wood types of products and services to fulfill 

their livelihood and cultural needs.  
9  NWF and UNDP (2018) 
10  In Nepal, 60% of women face GBV in the conservation sector. Hariyo Ban: REDD+ for Economic Development in 

Nepal. https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/hariyo_ban_final_copy.pdf.  

https://www.climatelinks.org/sites/default/files/asset/document/hariyo_ban_final_copy.pdf


   

75 

In short, these current approaches of gender mainstreaming that tend to focus on diversity, 

capacities, and livelihoods without adequately incorporating the gendered norms and power 

dynamics (Cornwall, 2003) are falling short to address structural barriers and deep-seated 

gendered ideologies that cause and perpetuate gender inequality in forestry sector. 

Concomitantly, Nepal is going through rapid urbanization, economic and governance transitions 

that are likely to affect gender agenda of CF. Large scale male out-migration has affected the land 

use patterns (K.C. & Race, 2020) with implications to changes in livelihood strategies and urban 

lifestyle choices. 42% of population in Nepal is now urban11, and household’s dependence on 

forestry products is reduced. For instance, firewood from forests used to provide for 70% of the 

household energy sources (Malla, 2000), which is now increasingly reduced due to widespread 

use of other fuel sources- such as LPG, electricity, and Kerosene. The forest stocks within CF has 

also matured offering potential economic benefits, which has led to discussions on commercial 

orientation of community forestry with a focus on production, market and profit. In addition, the 

overall political governance system has now been restructured under the federal governance 

system with devolution of institutional power and mandates to localized governing agencies.  

Whether and how gender agenda are affected and retained in the changing context? What policy, 

institutional mechanisms and stakeholders’ vigilance is required to amplify women’s agency and 

voice? In the subsequent sections, we discuss these topics by identifying gender agendas and their 

positioning in the ongoing transitions and suggest prospective implications of these transitions for 

women’s rights and exclusion in community forestry. 

Key changing context in Nepal and its implications to gender and social equity agenda 

a) ²ƻƳŜƴΩǎ ǊƻƭŜ ŀƴŘ ŜƴƎŀƎŜƳŜƴǘ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǎǳōǎƛǎǘŜƴŎŜ ǘƻ ŎƻƳƳŜǊŎƛŀƭ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ /C 

The resources (i.e., wood in particular) within CF are matured across Community Forestry 

which hold potential to generate revenue (Paudel et al., 2014) that can be a good resource for 

both communities’ livelihoods and country’s economy. This has necessitated discussions on 

how community forestry can move beyond subsistence models towards commercial, 

production models of management. However, what management modalities will govern such 

shifts is heavily debated in Nepal with discourses around the framing of “scientific, technical 

expertise”, economic rate of returns, power sharing between communities and state agencies, 

and practical challenges of governing the operations of scientific forest management in 

practice. The debate has till date remains polarized and, unresolved despite the government’s 

recent decision to scrap ‘scientific forest management’. 

The nature and scope of this debate affects GESI. GESI topics and agenda are completely 

missing in these discourses. Actors from forest bureaucracy and community networks, both 

tend to perceive that gender and social inclusion topics are “unnecessary and irrelevant” since 

the major objective is construed around generating profit and ensuring economic security. 

These discussions position gender issues as an obstacle to achieving economic prosperity, and 

are often guided and controlled by men with limited participation of women. Narratives such 

as, “this is time to talk about prosperity, enterprise need to make profit, there is no need to 

talk about gender and social issues” have become commonly popular, and accepted. 

                                                      
11  https://kathmandupost.com/money/2016/05/28/42-percent-population-lives-in-urban-centres-economic-survey  

https://kathmandupost.com/money/2016/05/28/42-percent-population-lives-in-urban-centres-economic-survey
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Acceptance of such narratives even after 40 years of gender equity and social inclusion 

initiatives in CF can be explained in at least following four ways. Firstly, it shows that 

knowledge of forestry actors on gender and social issues remains rather limited as they 

narrowly position gender and social equity as an obstacle to economic prosperity, which does 

not have to be true. In fact, women due to their knowledge of forestry spaces, products and 

skillsets, can play new roles as economic actors in the commercial management of forests, 

and contribute to efficiency of business operations. Secondly, these discourses fail to 

recognize the economic cost (labor, knowledge and skillset) women bore in conserving and 

sustaining community forestry resources despite the fact that farm and forestry operations 

are maintained through women’s unpaid labor in CF, due to the huge male outmigration. 

Thirdly, this discourse is occurring because majority of CF actors, including that of civil 

societies, possibly rationalize (and approve) women’s engagement in CF as an extension of 

women’s traditional care roles and household duties that were in perfect sync with socially 

ascribed gendered roles. Now, with the focus placed on commercial models, it seems difficult 

for forestry actors to envision women in non-traditional gendered roles, such as forest 

business owners and entrepreneurs. As such, women’s engagement is not perceived 

necessary and relevant in the economic transitioning. Fourthly, it refers to limited 

institutionalization and internalization of gender principles and values by CF actors and 

institutions. Or else, there should have been integration of gender and social equity in the 

emerging commercial models of CF.  

Such narrow framing and misinterpretation are likely to create risk where women’s economic 

role in forestry is not recognized, and yet they will continue to bear the costs of conservation 

without receiving fair recognition and benefits. Such exclusion can create negative 

implications for women’s rights and their chances to improve their livelihoods and 

empowerment through commercial models. Another potential risk of the commercial models 

will be for small sized CFs, also including women-only CFUGs12. Usually, commercial 

approaches favor scale and production to maximize profits, creating opportunities for high 

capacity firms at the cost of local and small-scale operations (Carodenuto & Cerutti, 2014; 

Setyowati & McDermott, 2017). If we consider this scenario, it is likely that the CFUGs with 

small forest size and women-only CFUGs that manage forests with less valuable timber will 

not be benefitted unless equity and safeguard standards are placed within the economic 

discussions. Other social issues such as equitable benefit sharing mechanisms, pay standards, 

labor laws, and safe workplace also remain missing. 

There is an urgent need to correct the misconstrued discourse by linking women’s role and 

economic contribution to ensure sustainable forest management. Women can also be 

envisioned in new roles such as that of forest entrepreneurs and business operators.  Some 

existing policy provisions that mandate elimination of discrimination, securing 50% women in 

decision-making authority, and regulate inclusive benefit sharing mechanisms- specifically the 

National Forest Policy, 2019 (Policy number 8.8. Social safeguards, inclusion and governance) 

and the Forest Act 2019, Section 22 (mandatory allocation of at least 50 percent CFUG fund, 

after deducting 25 percent for forest development, in poverty reduction and women’s 

empowerment) would be useful to make such linkages. In doing so, concerted efforts are 

                                                      
12  Women-led CFUGs are usually small in size, have degraded condition and do not have valuable wood species. 
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required to help increase women’s access to land, capital and markets13 and fully engage 

women as social actors. The benefit sharing modalities within different sub-groups of 

communities should also be discussed. Besides timber, commercialization of other forest 

products such as NTFPs, herbs and forest foods, and eco- cultural tourism needs to be 

explored which could provide direct avenues for women and indigenous communities to 

engage and benefit from commercial transitioning of CF.   

b) Federal contexts 

With the end of a decade long political conflict, Nepal since 2015 adopts federalism consisting 

of seven provincial and 753 local governments. Underlying these transitions is an expectation 

that power shifts to local governments and locally elected representatives would bring more 

localized perspectives in the mainstream of development planning. There are more than 

14000 elected women representatives (Baruah & Reyes, 2017), over 600 of them previously 

worked in CF, and are now serving local governments. There is an opportunity to mobilize 

their experience in CF to develop more gender inclusive and environment friendly local 

development plans, and target investments to address structural inequities. However, the 

administrative and other governance functions are still operating with centralized mind-sets. 

Women elected representatives are facing lack of cooperation from elected men 

representatives and their tendency to control major budget and decision-making 

mechanisms. There is a need to create an enabling environment to women’s leadership 

through men’s engagement in local governance and promote gender and nature-based policy 

and institutional mechanisms for local development.  

The federal governance is also likely to affect the mandates and functions of forest 

bureaucracy, and civil society networks such as FECOFUN, HIMAWANTI and NEFIN. While 

these emerging transitional state restructuring  present an important opportunity for forestry 

sector institutions and actors to link with wider political and structural actors, it remains 

unclear on how these networks would coordinate and function with province level 

governance in terms of aligning local communities, women, and indigenous groups’ agenda in 

local level development, policy and investment.  

c) Outmigration and COVID-19 

The trends of migration (particularly of men) have increased women's participation in 

decision-making roles related to conservation and management of community forests which 

are well discussed in community forestry literature (Fox, 2018; Giri & Darnhofer, 2010; Lama 

et al., 2017). On one hand, male outmigration particularly in the Mid-hills of Nepal is linked to 

feminization of agriculture, disproportionate workloads on women but also visibility of 

women in land and forest management. On the other hand, it is affecting changes in land use 

patterns, reduced dependence on forest resources, and internal migration of families from 

rural to urban centers. The forestry sector policy and program need to take into account the 

effects of migration on landuse, livelihoods, and lifestyle patterns. This means that in highly 

feminized context, women should be treated as the primary actors in CF governance. 

                                                      
13  Only 19% of women own lands in Nepal and the majority of decision-making for land and valuable resources are 

controlled by male figurative of the household. See more at 
https://www.iom.int/sites/default/files/our_work/DOE/LPR/Barriers-to-Womens-Land-Property-Access-
Ownership-in-Nepal.pdf 
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Migration and incoming remittance are also likely to create variation in income levels which 

can lead to different preferences of forest products and services by different income groups. 

Rich and medium class households’ dependency on forest products may be reduced, but poor 

households may still have heavy dependency on CF for most off their household needs. 

Different types of social safeguards and technical interventions are required to manage with 

the emerging implications of migration.  

Recently, during COVID-19, many migrants returned to the rural areas for a short span of time. 

Some discussions are taking place on ways to use forest resources to create more green jobs, 

and provide livelihood options to the migrating populations, and to recover national economy 

in the post-COVID context (Giri, 2020). There are avenues for CF to explore further on how the 

existing social and natural capital can be used to sustain local economies and create local jobs. 

Potential interventions 

CF’s progressive mandates on policy and numbers have given a positive edge to develop a critical 

mass of women’s leadership, yet these are found inadequate to mitigate the risks surfacing from 

unequal power relationships embedded in wider social cultural practices. The shortcomings of 

CF’s gender mainstreaming approaches to political empowerment of women indicate the limits of 

technical interventions to address unequal power relationships that surface from wider 

patriarchal societal structure and gendered ideologies of Nepalese society. Ongoing discourse on 

gender equality and social inclusion in commercial models of forestry speak of problematic frames 

that tend to rationalize women’s traditional gendered roles as a basis for women’s continued 

engagement in CF. Gender discourse has become more nuanced and challenging in the emerging 

context of federal governance mechanisms, and changes in landuse patterns due to male 

outmigration and urbanization. These patterns suggest that forestry sector is not operating in 

isolation, and that new ways of understanding of gendered roles and relationship to forest spaces 

and resources is required.  

The challenges for ensuring GESI in CF is thus twofold: first, GESI approaches needs to have an 

adequate focus on forestry sector to adequately respond to the differentiated needs and rights of 

women, ethnic groups and other actors engaged in forest policy, institutions and governance 

mechanisms. Second, it needs to consciously coordinate and increase the forest sectors’ interface 

with non-forestry actors and institutions for transforming structural inequities that perpetuate 

gender inequality and social exclusion. 

Moving forward, following actions are suggested as priority interventions: 

1) wŜŘŜŦƛƴŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻƎŀƴ ƻŦ άCƻǊŜǎǘǊȅ ŦƻǊ tǊƻǎǇŜǊƛǘȅέ from narrowly economic growth-centric 

framing to accommodate gender equity and environmental dimensions. The GESI strategy 

within the forestry sector calls for a revised framing from its existing notion that rationalizes 

women’s engagement in CF as an extension of their gendered care roles to the one that 

foresees and prepares women and ethnic groups in new roles from care takers of forests to 

stewards and entrepreneurs. There must be a sustained and an increased investment in 

retaining GESI in these new discussions, with leadership and safeguard provisions in place for 

women and social groups to engage and benefit from CF. In so doing, gains achieved from CF 

in terms of participatory process, women’s increased representation, and access to resources 

and opportunities needs to be retained through enforcing policy and institutional safeguards. 
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In particular, the CFUG revenue should be managed in ways that it addresses the constraints 

and meets the aspirations of women, ethnic groups and other socially marginalized groups. 

Also, forest sector needs to prepare its extension and advisory services to tackle women’s lack 

of access to land and other economic resources which can hinder their opportunity to engage 

as economic actors.  

2) Place strict mandates to implement and enforce inclusive policies. 

Forestry stakeholders such as the forest bureaucracy, local government, and service providing 

civil society must have clearly defined mandates to implement and enforce affirmative policies 

in practice. The government should have a strategy to make at least 50 percent women in 

executive committees with at least 50 percent women in key leadership positions. Similarly, 

the government should have a strategy to include other marginalized groups, such as 

Indigenous Peoples, Dalits and Madhesis in the executive committees in each of the CFUGs on 

a proportionate inclusion basis wherever these ethnic groups are present in the society in 

question. Forestry institutions should be mandated to enforce safe and dignified workspaces 

across all levels- ranging from forest bureaucracies, to local communities, to civil society 

organizations. It would be useful to enforce procedural guidelines for enforcement, and to 

regularly monitor benchmarks on GESI challenges and achievements. 

3) Design forest policy and services to tackle structural barriers  

Forest policy and support services should be responsive to meet the differentiated needs of 

different sub-groups of women and men while paying attention to structural factors that 

perpetuate gender inequality and social exclusion. The gender and social inclusion strategy 

should be expanded to include an intersectional approach to identify the most excluded 

groups of men and women across intersecting categories, as well as the drivers of exclusion 

in relation to forest interventions. For example, providing childcare support to mothers can 

increase women’s access to forest training and opportunities. 

4) Assess the impacts of CF on political empowerment of women and other marginalized 

groups: Empirical evidence confirms that women’s inclusion is positively linked to improved 

environmental outcomes. However, there is limited data and evidence on how CF has 

contributed to political empowerment of women and other marginalized group. With 40 years 

of CF operations, it is time to assess the effectiveness of CF’s gender approaches to create 

positive outcomes for political empowerment of women, and indigenous groups. Such 

assessment might help to identify persisting constraints that hinder women and the 

marginalized groups to fully exercise their leadership, rights, and receiving equitable benefits 

from the management of community forestry. 

5) Confront the gendered institutions and gatekeeping behavior and mind-sets:  

CF needs to take proactive measures to tackle deep-seated behaviors, biases and prejudices 

among forestry actors and institutions that perpetuate gender inequality. Gender approaches 

and work are largely treated as “project work” with relevance only at community level (i.e. for 

community women), and remain isolated from the operational culture and accountability of 

forestry institutions (Wagle, et al., 2017b). Though CF is highlighted as one of the model 

programs in terms of gender equality and social inclusion, the internalization and adoption of 

gender equality values remains fairly low across forestry actors and institutions14. There is an 

urgent need of conversations, capacity enhancement and behavioral change programs to 

confront such gendered mind-sets of forestry actors and promote learning and change, 

                                                      
14  Some examples include women’s representation and engagement remains dismally low across other forms of 

collective forest management modalities in Nepal. Also, the overly positive narrative of gender approach in CF is 
used in ways that it gatekeeps/hinders further critical exploration and redressal of evolving gender dynamics and 
gender gaps observed in the forest sector.  
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particularly in national levels, but also across in local communities, civil societies and 

international levels. Such efforts should be complemented with mass communication 

campaigns that showcase women in non-traditional roles including as leaders, and economic 

entrepreneurs. 

6) Increase the interface of forestry sector with non-forestry sectors:  

Many of the deep-seated biases and resistance to gender equality and social inclusion within 

forestry sector policies and processes seep from wider social, economic, and cultural 

inequities prevalent in Nepalese society. There is a need to adopt an adequate sectoral focus 

to meet the differentiated needs of women, ethnic groups and other actors within forestry, 

whilst also increasing the sectors’ interface with wider levels of systemic factors that 

perpetuate and reproduce gender inequality and social exclusion. For instance, tackling forest-

based harassment across forest workspaces requires explicit forest policy, awareness, 

safeguarding spaces, anonymous reporting mechanisms and legal and psychosocial recourses. 

Forest sector can formulate policy protocols, train staff and establish mechanism of 

anonymous reporting; yet the forest sector current operations are limited to provide legal and 

psycho-social support. In such situations, forestry sector needs to collaborate with wider 

sectors and partners to provide complementary solutions. 
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Synthesis of the review: Strategies and action areas for 

revitalising community forestry in Nepal  

Naya S. Paudel, Hemant Ojha, Mani Ram Banjade, Rahul Karki, and Sujata Tamang 

This collaborative review of community forestry has assessed the progress of this important 

development in Nepal, and has also identified a number of challenges and opportunities in the 

changing context. Many of the challenges discussed above are not inherent to community forestry 

but are products of a larger wave of changes in rural dynamics, migration and urbanisation, 

general lifestyle expectations, and changing local political economies.  

In response to these forces, community forestry is also adapting but the pace is too slow compared 

to the effects of wider contextual changes. In some respects, community forestry system has even 

failed to keep up with the changes, as evident in the absence of market-oriented forest 

cooperatives, or equitable flow of benefits to the poorest and most marginalised groups. The 

status quo must be changed, as people are suffering and forest quality improvement curve has 

plateaued. While many people are unaware of alternatives and have taken the status quo as a 

given, others have either benefitted from the system or are simply buying time. Further delay in 

acknowledgement and action would simply worsen the situation, leading, ultimately, to the failure 

of hard-gained community forestry programme.  

We acknowledge that the drivers span well beyond Nepal’s forestry sectors. However, forestry 

sector can set a specific strategic direction, and Ministry of Forests and Environment and Provincial 

Ministries can lead the process of change, first by acknowledging the aforementioned challenges 

and then by adopting a reflective and deliberative process of analysis and review of policies and 

regulatory and institutional responses. These responses should be well informed by the changing 

political, demographic and social contexts as presented in this report.  

This review further shows that there is a strong consensus among policy actors, professionals and 

researchers that a major reform in CF system is needed in order to make it a more productive, 

sustainable and equitable resource governance regime. Major aspects of this revitalisation are 

concerned with improving the relationship of the communities with the state and the market, 

while still retaining the core principles of community-based collective resource management. 

Based on the review, we have identified the following six ‘strategic levers’ to rescue CF from the 

current impasse. Applying these levers, we hope CF can be revitalised to a new state of equilibrium 

between the community, state, and the market. This however requires a full acknowledgement of 

the current impasse and a genuine commitment to departure towards the proposed direction.  

Action area 1: Strengthen the economic rationale for community forestry 

Community forestry emerged primarily as a solution to subsistence livelihoods and conservation 

of forests. It is now time to recognise and support its economic rationale, covering both 

subsistence and market-oriented goals, with appropriate environmental and social safeguards.  
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This reframing action would mean a number of concrete actions and investments including:  

¶ Reforming the regulatory environment in favour of strong tenure security, trade and 

enterprise,  

¶ Strengthening support services,  

¶ Supporting capacity development and creating favourable markets,  

¶ Promotion of wood-based products and technology, to help this sector compete against 

imported substitutes.  

Extensive use of wood products can have positive impacts in reducing emission, supporting 

local economy and increasing the prospects of community forestry. Active experimentation 

of forest management, enterprise development and marketing should be promoted to allow 

innovations in these areas. In addition to wood, there are prospects of enterprises based on 

non-wood products and ecosystem services including eco-tourism.  

Further, attaining ‘economies of scale' is a critical factor associated with productivity in all of 

these areas. The area of individual community forests is often too small, for feasibly adopting 

new technology, employing people with specialised knowledge and skills, bulk production of 

goods and services, cost reduction in market promotion and sale, and increased risk-bearing 

capacity. We must explore and experiment with strategies to increase the economies of scale 

without compromising the institutional integrity of community forestry. Coordinating with 

multiple CFUGs from the same landscape might help attain the needed scale but a stronger 

and inclusive institutional mechanism are needed. FECOFUN, for instance, could lead this 

agenda so that the needed commercial scale can be achieved while reinforcing the 

community-based institutions.  

Action area 2: Reduce regulatory burden and encourage market-oriented innovations  

The past legacy of conservation-focus and state-centric governance of forests continues in the 

domain of community forestry too, disempowering and disincentivising the local community to 

proactively manage forests and to capitalise on benefits from emerging market opportunities.  

This revitalising action would mean a number of concrete actions and investments including:  

¶ There needs to be a genuine acknowledgement that the existing regulatory and 

administrative requirements have become a real burden to community forest members.  

¶ Regulations should be limited to ensuring environmental protection and sustainable 

harvesting, transparent transactions and fair taxation/revenue sharing, and fair 

distributional justice within the groups.  

¶ CFUGs should be allowed by regulations to choose management objectives, prioritise 

forest type/products, establish enterprises and sell.  

¶ CFUGs should also be allowed to experiment with and choose appropriate partnership 

arrangements with other government agencies, private sector, cooperatives or Civil 

Society Organizations (CSOs) for any dimensions of forest management, trade and 

enterprise or social and institutional development. The requirements must minimise the 

transaction costs, and strengthen downward accountability and the sense of ownership 

among members. Of course, there could be a robust and participatory monitoring 

mechanism in place with heavy fine for any illegal actions.  
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Action area 3: Do not leave anyone behind 

Since social inclusion and gender inequality have emerged as a major aspect of the CF crisis, 

regulations and proactive efforts should be made to ensure no one in the community is left 

behind.  

The equally important challenge lies in achieving a right balance between performance, efficiency 

and economic viability in CF on one hand, and inclusion, equity, deliberation and democracy on 

the other. The failure of CF in delivering economic outcomes, the increasing interface with the 

market and the monetisation of the rural economy demands an adoption of market principles. 

Quite often, inclusive and participatory process are seen as obstacles to productive forest 

management and profitable forestry business. However, sole reliance on the market is likely to 

undermine forests and people, especially the poor, women, Dalits and other vulnerable groups. 

We propose strong legal protection of the core principles of CF as social and environmental 

safeguards in order to achieve integration of productivity, sustainability and equity. 

The role of forest in livelihoods and people’s dependency on forest products is changing fast, and 

not everyone within the community has the same level of interests in community forests.  A 

significant number of forest users extract fuelwood, grass, fodder, leaf litter and construction 

materials from the forests. During the early days of community forestry, access of these weaker 

groups was restricted, in order to protect forest cover. Their needs/usages are still undermined, 

as they do not fit with modern environmental discourses involving climate change and 

biodiversity, or with commercial ambitions for timber-oriented management. In this context, a 

narrow conceptualisation of forest-based enterprises may ignore or exclude many of the 

traditional forms of uses. The policies, regulations, management plans and institutional practices 

must be fully aware of the diversity of needs and relations and accommodate and support them. 

Action area 4: Legally support and encourage non-sate providers of technical and 

institutional services to CFUGs 

As CF is moving away from a solely protection-oriented agenda towards active management, 

processing and trade of diverse forest products and services, they need specialised services in 

forest management, business operation and mobilisation of larger financial resources. Currently, 

DFOs are the primary sources of these services. However, DFOs are increasingly facing challenges 

in responding to this increased demand with specialised expertise. Though there are a few cases 

of CFUGs hiring consultants for Operational Plan (OP) revision and preparing business plans, these 

are very limited and not institutionalised yet. In this context, we propose four different 

mechanisms of service delivery:  

¶ DFO – regulatory oversight and administrative service;  

¶ Local Governments – technical and institutional services;  

¶ Private – technical and business development services; and  

¶ CFUG network – either through FECOFUN or CFUG owned cooperatives – technical, 

institutional and business development services. Cooperatives can deliver services in an 

integrated way, combining services and products, and also help gain economy of scale in 

forestry business.       

Moreover, CF needs to be seen as a creative economy that is nurtured and supported by private 

and state service providers which can bring innovative ideas and services to strengthen economic 

functioning of community forestry (of course subject to environmental and social safeguards).  
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Action area 5: Differential treatment based on the socio-environmental context and the 

categorisation of CFUGs for targeted support and regulation 

A CF in a rapidly urbanising area, or one close to a city, is very different from a CF that is located 

in a remote mountainous area with limited access to roads and market. Similarly, a large sized CF 

with well stocked commercially valuable timber stock and high annual income may need a more 

robust institutional and formal system than a small sized CF without significant market 

transactions. In general, management of forests should be part of local development plans of the 

local governments, and the level of regulation and type of services should be customised 

according to the envisaged role of CF in the local development plan.  

There has been a long ongoing discussion on the categorisation of CFUGs based on widely agreed 

criteria – size of forests and volume of forest products, level of transaction with the market, 

amount of annual revenue, nature of forest products/services, etc. All the stakeholders agree that 

the regulatory instruments should establish differentiated treatments for each category. Any 

CFUG with no transactions with the market and low annual income should be allowed to operate 

with minimum formality and documentation. On the other hand, those with intensive transactions 

with the market and substantial income should furnish detailed documentation for two reasons: 

i) they pose a greater risk to the environment and can cause fund mismanagement, if appropriate 

safeguards and oversight are not in place; ii) they can afford to pay for the technical and financial 

services they require. We suggest that such a categorisation will substantially address many of the 

current challenges related to high regulatory and administrative burden to all CFUGs, high 

transaction costs and leadership gaps. 

Action area 6: Integrate community forestry with local environmental governance 

system  

Community forestry has to be institutionally anchored with the local environmental and 

institutional landscape. Historically, CF was managed for critical forest product needs, but it now 

has to accommodate diverse environmental services, especially water. With climate change and 

other local environmental changes, protection and equitable access to water resources originating 

in the forested landscape has become vital. Legally empowering CFUGs, via a robust institutional 

mechanism, to manage water resources under their territory would promote better protection 

and equitable distribution of benefits. Similarly, human-wildlife conflict which is part and parcel 

of community forests, is an equally pressing issue for safety and livelihood security. The current 

compensation mechanism can be linked to local government to make it more accessible and 

adequate.  Management of wildlife through ecotourism, animal farming, and regulated culling can 

be handled through CFUGs, which may turn the problem into an economic opportunity.  

However, in order to enable CFUGs to deliver these functions, they must be closely linked with 

local governance. While the emerging legal framework seeks to address the revenue interests of 

local governments, there could be a much more productive and synergistic relationship between 

the two. Local governments may evolve to have the capacity and authority to monitor and 

institutional processes including social inclusion aspects. CFUGs should still be regulated by the 

DFO on the management of forest, especially in meeting environmental standards. 
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i  The gross migration rate for Nepal is estimated at 11.23 per 1,000 populations (IOM 2019). Likewise, 
GoN (2014) also showed that between 1993/94 to 2007/08, nearly 97% of labour migrants from Nepal 
went to one of the following countries: Kuwait, Malaysia, Qatar, Saudi Arabia and the UAE.  

ii  (IOM, 2019); the percentage of male population stated is based on the number of permits issued for 
various countries.   

iii  About 90% of the mechanical power is concentrated in the Terai where market accessibility is high. 

With increasing road connectivity in the hills and mountain districts, use of tractors, power tillers, 

pumpsets and threshers has become prevalent in recent years (Gauchan and Shrestha 2017). 
iv  Nepal imported a total of 576975 Kgs of aluminium structures and parts of structures worth NRs 200 

million during the fiscal year 2017/18 (GoN, 2018).  
v  The data on imports of commodities during the period of mid-July 2019 to mid-April 2020 shows that 

around 1.2 million pieces of wooden, metal, and plastic furniture of various categories (with and 

without seats) were imported and their total worth is calculated to be around NRs 1.91 billion (NRB, 

2019). 
vi  Nepal has been involved in the REDD process since 2008, when the Red Pilot Project was supported 

by FCPF (World Bank). The government issued the Climate Change Policy in 2011, REDD Strategy in 
2018, and NDC in 2019. 

vii  With the growing contestation around scientific forestry, two parliamentary committees and the 
government have formed their own high-level review teams: one from the Public Audit committee 
(Chaired by MP Pradip), second from the Agriculture and Environment committee (Chaired by Shanta 
Chaudhari) and third from the Cabinet (Chaired by Dr Netra Timsina). 

viii  Bharat Pokhrel (2014) in a study shows that CFUGs were serving the functions of over 18 ministries. 
MoFSC (2013) showed that CFUGs functioned as the key democratic local institution that served a 
range of political, social and economic functions in the absence of elected local governments. 

ix  Bharati Pathak, FECOFUN Chair claims over 3000 people involved either as CFUG executive committee 
members or represented different levels of FECOFUN have now been elected in different positions of 
the government or as MPs. 

x  Out of 144 recipients of the DoFSC on enterprise development grants, CBFM groups were only 37 and 
rest were either cooperatives or farmers’ groups (published in 15 March 2020).   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                      


