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The culture of access to mountain natural resources

The Livelihood Support Programme 

The Livelihood Support Programme (LSP) evolved from the belief that FAO 
could have a greater impact on reducing poverty and food insecurity, if its 
wealth of talent and experience were integrated into a more flexible and 
demand-responsive team approach. 

The LSP, which is executed by FAO with funding provided by DfID, works
through teams of FAO staff members who are attracted to specific themes 
being worked on in a sustainable livelihoods context. These cross-
departmental and cross-disciplinary teams act to integrate sustainable 
livelihoods principles in FAO’s work, at headquarters and in the field. These
approaches build on experiences within FAO and other development
agencies.

The programme is functioning as a testing ground for both team approaches 
and sustainable livelihoods principles. 

Email: lsp@fao.org

Access to natural resources sub-programme 

Access by the poor to natural resources (land, forests, water, fisheries,
pastures, etc.), is essential for sustainable poverty reduction. The livelihoods 
of rural people without access, or with very limited access to natural resources
are vulnerable because they have difficulty in obtaining food, accumulating 
other assets, and recuperating after natural or market shocks or misfortunes. 

The main goal of this sub-programme is to build stakeholder capacity to 
improve poor people’s access to natural resources through the application of 
sustainable livelihood approaches. The sub-programme is working in the
following thematic areas: 
1. Sustainable livelihood approaches in the context of access to different 

natural resources 
2. Access to natural resources and making rights real 
3. Livelihoods and access to natural resources in a rapidly changing world 

This paper contributes to the first thematic area by looking at sustainable 
livelihood approaches to access to natural resources in mountainous areas. 
The paper concentrates on access by poorer and marginalized groups to 
policy processes whereby long-term sustainable access to natural resources
is achieved. 
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1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Background to the study 

This study has been commissioned by FAO to look at sustainable livelihoods 
approaches to access to natural resources in mountain areas. We concentrate on access 
by poorer and marginalized groups to policy processes whereby long-term sustainable 
access to resources is achieved. We have opted to concentrate on one country, Nepal 
and to focus on access to forest resources. This was done because the main thrust of 
our analysis concerns the importance of the time and country/specific nature of all 
understandings of policy and development practice. We hope that the reader will be 
convinced by our analysis and our conclusions. At its simplest level we are saying 
that to understand policy processes in any country at a certain time in history, one has
to look at the role of the various actors involved and at the culture of the relationships 
between these actors. By implication, any attempt to draw lessons for planning and 
policy purposes from one situation to another requires analysing the culture of the 
policy process in both situations. 

There is a considerable literature on the significance of the diversity of mountain
agro-climate conditions, and on the diversity of local socio-economic and ethnic
dimensions.1 There is comparatively little, however, written on the significance of the 
diversity of actors that influence policy processes and development practice in 
different political contexts. One of our suggestions, at the end of the report, is that this 
type of development actor analysis needs to be done on a country-by-country basis
and needs to focus on the relevant policy processes at that time.

We have concentrated on the forestry sector for a number of reasons. First, it is the 
most important sector as regards access to natural resources in Nepal. Second, there is 
more written and analysed on this sector than on virtually any other. Third, in many
ways and for reasons we shall explain in the report, the forestry sector is the most
significant as regards ‘access’ issues in the contemporary democratic political context
in Nepal. The community forestry programme has laid the ground for the
government’s formal and legal recognition of forest user groups (FUGs). To some
extent, it is partly due to this early government endorsement that most government,
NGO and donor development interventions are now ‘implemented’ using a group-
oriented approach. As FUGs have been legitimised throughout the country, the 
presence of these groups means that the FUGs in one way or another influence all 
other groups. An additional reason for choosing the forestry sector is that the growth
of FECOFUN, a federation of forest user groups that represents the nearly 11,000 
member groups, is a very significant institutional innovation that substantially 
influences forest policy processes and development practice. A final reason for 
concentrating on the forestry sector is because it illustrates so well the growing
markets for timber and other forest resources and forest products, a situation that is, in
turn, revolutionising the underlying assumptions and rationale for changes in policy 
processes.

1 For examples of recent analysis that looks across countries of the Hindu Kush-Himalayan region
see Rhoades 1997, Blaikie and Sadeque 2000 and Jodha and S. Shrestha 1994.
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1.2 Access and policy defined 

This study investigates the political and contentious nature of access to mountain
natural resources by poor, disadvantaged and marginalized people, including women
and youth, and the policy processes associated with access and development over 
time.

Access to natural resources is all about one’s rights (both traditional and legal) and 
ability to enter resource domains (forests, pastures, water sources, etc.), to utilise the
resources to make useful products and/or to consume or sell them in the market. Even 
more broadly, it also involves rules about how and when (i.e., seasonality) certain 
resources may be harvested, treated, used, modified or marketed. Such rules are 
important, for although the poor may be given physical ‘access’ to a forest, for
example, if they are not allowed to harvest certain resources, or have equitable access 
to markets for forest products, or have an equitable share of the ‘value added’ from
forest resources products, then the whole notion of reasonable or equitable access to
resources becomes meaningless. These concerns are at the heart of our examination of 
the culture of access to mountain natural resources.

Our analysis, however, goes beyond looking at sustainable access to mountain natural 
resources at the village and regional levels. In addition to that, we shift the focus of
the discussion of access by poorer groups to policy processes and development
practices at all levels.2

Policy is ostensibly about how a government manages public and private affairs, 
including access to resources. Policy dialogue and change involves altering, and
hopefully improving and making more equitable, the rules and regulations about who 
contributes to and who benefits from ongoing economic and social affairs, including 
the processes of governance itself. It often involves trade-offs between contending 
options, noting that policy ‘improvement’ from one point of view may be considered 
regressive from another. Policy related to the conservation and utilization of natural 
resources is all about access – who has it, who does not, and how it may be utilized, 
for what purposes, and under what conditions (i.e., the rules and traditions).

Consequently policy-making about access is political and virtually always
contentious. In this paper, our concern is with policy-in-practice; i.e., policy in a given 
country at a given point in time, on the ground, as contrasted with ‘paper policy’ (i.e., 
policy-in-words, or policy-in-theory) as stated in policy documents (which may, or
may not be what is actually practiced).3

Whether ‘paper policy’ is implemented or not depends on, amongst other things, the 
actual behaviour of government, aid donors, civil society and private sector actors. At 
different points in time different coalitions of actors come together, formally and 
informally, to promote different agendas and different goals. Optimal national policies
are never ‘formulated’ and then ‘implemented’; rather, policy is a messy ongoing 

2 For further discussion of access, see Baumann 2002.
3 This paper is not yet another guideline or manual on how policy-makers should behave, or how

policy planning should be done. There is no end to such normative documents. Rather, this paper is
about analysing actual policy processes and development practices by the various actors involved,
and from this analysis drawing out lessons for the future.
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process amongst contending coalitions of actors.4 The case studies illustrate this well.

1.3 Framework for analysis: an actor innovations systems framework

Our analysis uses an actor innovation systems framework. Key features in this 
framework are:
¶ all major actors in an innovations system are defined;
¶ the culture of the relationships between them is investigated;
¶ emphasis is placed on the actual agency role of actors (as opposed to their

‘theoretical’ role);
¶ it can be used, as we have done here, to analyse which actors have influenced 

policy processes over a recent historical period;
¶ it can be used to conduct institutional analyses of contemporary situations; and 
¶ it can be used in planning situations to help think through the implications of 

different types of actions.

The actor innovations framework places emphasis on technological and institutional
innovations that are always taking place in society. The framework is broader than the
conventional ‘pipeline’, ‘linear framework’ or ‘policy cycle framework’ that typically 
underpins much of the mainstream approach to policy and planning. In the policy 
cycle approach, for example, there is a notion that problems are identified and policies
and development projects are drawn up that are then implemented by government
agencies, NGOs, etc. Once the outcomes are monitored and evaluated the process 
starts again, often addressing ‘second generation’ issues. This framework results in a 
very policy- and planner-oriented view of the world. Growth takes place because of 
policy changes and plans, and technical innovations take place because researchers in 
formal scientific institutions have invented the technology and policies, and 
development projects have ‘scaled them up’. New institutional innovations have 
spread because action research projects have developed and tested new institutional
innovations that policy and development projects have ‘scaled up’. New policies
drawn up by ‘think tanks’ are ‘adopted’ by senior bureaucrats for implementation. As 
a result of this planner-centric view of the world, policy and both technical and 
institutional innovations come about mainly due to the activities of policy makers and 
development planners. 

The innovations systems approach enables us to break out of this narrow view of the
world that promotes the idea that planners, policy makers, projects, programmes etc., 
are the main sources of policy and of technical and institutional innovations. The 
framework we use recognises that innovations come from multiple sources and are 
driven by actors who may well not be in planning commissions, or in powerful donor 
agencies, or in social science or technical research centres. An example of an 
institutional innovation that was not led by any policy or project is the FECOFUN, a

4 For analysis of policy as process see Clay and Schaffer (1984), Ferguson (1990), Apthorpe and 
Gasper (1996), and Wuyts, Mackintosh and Hewitt (1992). For two recent case studies that 
document how changing donor agendas influence what is seen as ‘good’ or ‘bad’ policy, and as 
‘success’ or ‘failure’ in the practice of development, see Rossi (2003) and Mosse (2003). For a 
recent annotated bibliography of models of policy and development processes, and a discussion of
policy processes, see de Vibe, Hovland and Young 2002, and Crew and Young 2002.

3



The culture of access to mountain natural resources

federation of forest user groups in Nepal that now plays a significant role in 
influencing the direction and content of government forestry policy practice and 
donor projects (described in Case Study 3). Another example of a non-project, non-
donor innovation system is the socially-responsible entrepreneurship that has arisen 
within the handmade paper industry of Nepal, an industry based solidly on an 
important alternative forest resource (See Case Study 4).

One of our recommendations at the end of this report is that many policy and 
development actors need to break out of their self imposed ‘planners’ black boxes and 
begin monitoring and learning from the positive innovative behaviour that is already 
achieving some of the goals that their policies and development projects are trying to 
achieve.5

This study is mainly a small desk study.6 It also draws heavily, however, on
‘reflective participation’ research methods, because several of the authors have been 
deeply involved for many years in the policy and development processes surrounding 
access to natural resources in Nepal and also in Bhutan. The report is also informed
by the consultancy observations and findings by one of the authors who was recently 
part of a major review of the one of the largest and longest running community and 
livelihoods forestry development programmes in Nepal.

5 For a critical review of the planners' policy cycle and project cycle approaches to development
practice, see Clay and Schaffer 1984, Biggs and Smith 2003 and Gasper 2000. For further details
on the actor innovation systems approach as applied to natural resources management, see Biggs
1988 and 2003, Biggs and Matsaert 1999 and 2003, Biggs and Messerschmidt n.d., and Clark et al
2003. Bromley has analysed the processes by which new institutions are created and spread and
has called this subject ‘institutional transactions’. In Nepal there is a literature that looks at the
culture of development actors for example; see Justice 1986 for the health sector and Bista’s
classic study of the government bureaucracy.

6 This was a project with a small budget. It is therefore a type of exploratory and scoping study,
which makes the best of the data we have available. In our review of the literature we could not
find other studies that had taken this actor approach to understanding policy processes and
development practice. This means to some extent that there are inevitable gaps in some of our case
studies, due to a lack of data. 
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2. DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS

Four case studies have been included to illustrate the way policy processes and 
development practice have brought about different degrees of sustainable access to 
natural resources by poor people. In this regard we are taking access as a broad term 
to represent access to such things as forest resources, as well as access to good jobs in 
rural areas, market opportunities, useful information, etc.; and, perhaps more
importantly, access by the poor to policy dialogue processes that determine long term 
access to natural resources. By looking at issues of sustainable access we are looking
at situations of institutional change where poorer people are empowered and
institutional changes take place that help to ensure better social inclusion in the future.

We examine the case studies that inform this study by asking the following questions:
¶ What broad changes have occurred in indicators of poverty reduction, 

empowerment and social inclusion?
¶ What have been the roles of specific actors in the policy and development

processes that give rise to these changes?
¶ What lessons can be learned from this analysis for our understanding of policy 

processes and development practice? 

Later, in the conclusion to this report, we summarise and discuss suggestions for
action that might be considered by different groups of actors who influence policy 
practice and development activities.

Throughout the discussion, it is clear that one forest resource access programme 
dominates of all other, both in the volume of literature generated about it, and in its 
role as a model development strategy. This is the Community Forestry (CF)
programme of Nepal.

Under the CF programme there was historically, during the 1980s and early 1990s, a 
dominant strong coalition of government and donor partners focused around the 
creation of the necessary legislation and policy (the Master Plan for the Forestry 
Sector, Nepal, 1989; the Forestry Act, 1993; and the necessary Forestry Regulations,
1995) and providing the funds for its implementation. The programme focussed on a 
very specific type of access regime, the Community Forest User Group (CFUG). The
dominant development narrative at the time concerning ‘the problem’ (e.g., 
sustainable management) and ‘the solution’ (through equitable access to community 
members, ostensibly based upon traditional and indigenous practices) was well 
articulated and widely accepted by the forestry development community. Implicit in 
the narrative was the assertion that not only would CFUGs manage forest natural 
resources better, but also short-term poverty would be reduced and long term social 
inclusion would be increased. Over time, the CF programme has become in many
ways the prototype for other group-based development initiatives in Nepal (e.g., in 
other sectors, such as livestock, irrigation, etc.).

5
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2.1 Competing narratives7

In forestry, the CF narrative has remained in place and has been dominant until 
recently when it has been challenged by several other contending coalitions of actors. 
One comes from actors directly concerned with poverty reduction and social
inclusion, and who see leasehold forestry as the means to achieve these goals.
Another comes from actors concerned with the management of Nepal’s remaining
national forest and their search for alternatives to CF by means of Collaborative 
Forest Management. A new and increasingly important narrative comes from actors 
who recognize the immense value of Alternative Forest Resources as important
economic resources. Each is briefly discussed in turn. There are many more
competing narratives, such as the one that characterizes people in forests as acting
singularly as if in a static and traditional subsistence economy. 

Leasehold Forestry (LHF)

Nepal’s Leasehold Forestry (LHF) Programme represents the first of the coalitions
contending for the attention previously accorded to CF. LHF is focussed directly on
poverty alleviation and social inclusion. From the perspective of this programme’s
main actors, poverty and social inclusion can best be achieved through forestry if the 
law and regulations are changed so that the poor, the disadvantaged and typically 
marginalized in society (i.e., those who are typically excluded from equal access to 
resources) are given special long-term rights to lease and improve degraded forest 
lands.

There are problems, however, and as the case study describes the situation, this 
coalition has specific weaknesses. For example, since it began in the early 1990s it 
has worked until 2003 under a complicated coalition of four government agencies, 
with the Department of Forestry as a key partner. It has also been dependent upon a 
high level of donor funding, with the traditional make-up of special project staff, 
trainings, vehicles, maintenance and other recurrent costs. Thus, it has functioned 
rather independently from existing government forestry programmes as a ‘special 
project’ in the traditional sense, with parallel structures and dependencies that, in the 
long run, are not sustainable.8 Over time, the issue of integrating the LHF project into
the existing CF programme has been raised (though never formally accommodated),
and has became a metaphor for how to increase the poverty reduction and social 
inclusion effectiveness of the CF programme itself. Recently, other donor-funded 
forestry programmes have begun experimenting with the leasehold concept within the 
modified CF framework.9

continued-

7 For an excellent example of how a dominant coalition of government agencies, NGOs and donor
agencies constructed an environmental narrative in Ethiopia, see Hoben 1995. (A review of the
outcomes of the policy a few years later showed that even the technical basis for the narrative was
flawed.) For a more complete discussion of policy narratives see Roe 1995 and Leach, Mearns and
Scoones 1999.

8 As we were preparing this study (November 2003), the latter of these concerns and others that
have arisen were being considered by a high level project design team planning the next phase of
the LHF project for Nepal.

9 Several recent examples integrating leasehold forestry within CF come from the DFID/Nepal-
supported ‘Livelihoods and Forestry Programme’ (LFP 2003a:4-5 and 2003b, Sapkota 2003).
Other informal leasehold experiments are undoubtedly taking place ‘out there’ within some of the

6
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Collaborative Forest Management (CFM) 

Both the LHF and the CF coalitions are being challenged by new alignments as result
of the changing perspectives on the economic and revenue values of forest resources. 
This challenge takes several forms. One reflects the well documented value of timber
resources in Nepal’s remaining national forests, especially in the Terai but potentially 
also in the high mountain forests as road-building provides commercial access to 
those previously isolated locales. Nepal’s big timber resources have both high revenue 
and high rent-seeking values. One policy adjustment now in process is designed to 
move the local management (hence, change the rules of resource access and
utilization) of high revenue national forests away from the previously well-established
CF model, which relies on locally empowered groups following participatory forest 
management principles, to a Collaborative Forest Management (CFM) model that, 
although it is also based on group action, has more to do with the protection of forest 
resources than with their utilization and, hence, is more centrally-controlled and less 
empowering to local people.10

In the case of the Terai and adjacent Churia Hills where timber extraction is more
dominant, the quasi-governmental Timber Corporation of Nepal (TCN) has long been 
responsible for managing and timber harvesting and marketing. As patches of forests
have come under the management of local user groups through the older CF model,
the government began to lose an important source of revenue (while the user groups 
ostensibly gained a source of revenue). One of the underlying rationales for the new
CFM model is that it will ensure that revenue earnings from the remaining national
forests will remain in direct control of the government.

Alternative Forest Resources (AFRs) 

Another challenge comes out of the increasing value of alternative forest resources
(AFRs) such cardamom, lokta bark and medicinal plants. A few years ago the so-
called non-timber forest products (NTFPs) were seen primarily as inputs into 
‘subsistence’ farming (primarily fodder for livestock and firewood for local household
consumption), while now there are growing commercial markets for a wider range of 
AFRs as the handmade paper-making case study illustrates.11

continued-

nearly 13,000 CFUGs that are currently registered, and perhaps in the several thousands still
awaiting certification.

10 The modalities of collaborative forest management (CFM) are still being debated and discussed,
but the basic premises are set out in MFSC 2000.

11 ‘AFRs’, or ‘Alternative Forest Resources’, are defined as forest-derived substances that serve as
the raw materials for value-added commodities production (see Messerschmidt and Hammett
1998). They are more often referred to in the literature as ‘NFTPs’, or ‘Non-Timber Forest
Products’, but that concept and terminology is somewhat misleading. The conceptual distinction is 
between timber and other (alternative) resources. The terminological distinction is between the 
raw materials harvested from the forest, i.e., forest resources, and the value-added products that
are derived from them. By definition, NTFPs exclude timber-based resources, while AFRs include
some timber-based resources, reflecting more the reality of the resource base and its utilization.

For example, certain timber species provide the raw material for making charcoal, implements
(e.g., tool handles, yokes, harrows and other plough parts), wooden toys, and the sawdust that is
burned in certain types of commercial or industrial stoves. Likewise, resin processing is also based
on timber. All of these are the ‘by-products’ of timber resources (thus, they are not non-timber
products). Alternative forest resources also include non-timber species such as lokta (the inner
bark of the Daphne tree, or shrub), the forest resource from which the product, handmade paper, is

7
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The growth of markets for products from AFRs brings with it a whole range of other 
issues that have often been discussed under the old ways of seeing things. The 
realities of the changes taking place ‘out there’, in the forest economy, however, are
challenging the older classifications and actions. For example, cardamom is an AFR 
of growing importance for which public sector research takes place not in the MFSC’s
Department of Forest Research and Survey (DFRS), but in the Nepal Agricultural
Research Centre (NARC). The situation is similar for research on other AFRs. The 
processing and marketing of AFRs involves departments, organizations, and the like 
that do not come under the traditional ‘forests’ umbrella. In addition, private 
entrepreneurs are developing new AFR products, business networks and institutional 
arrangements, wherein traditional views of AFRs and NTFPs as forest resources and
products have little relevance. For those in government service, these changes 
represent major challenges for the staff of the Department of Forests and other 
departments of government, as new modes of collaboration and sharing have to be 
developed.

2.2 Economic and financial imperatives 

Revenue-seeking opportunities 

A second theme that runs through all the case studies is the importance of economic
and financial considerations. This is not surprising as development includes economic
growth and the distribution of benefits and wealth over time. However, it appears that 
some of these issues were not central to many of the narratives and actions of actors 
during the earlier period of forestry development in Nepal (1970s-1990s), and have
only come late into the narrative about CFUG development.

For example, the government has raised substantial revenues from the sale of timber
from government-owned forests, based on government directives concerned with 
levelling a 40 percent tax on all CF-based timber surpluses sold outside the
community forest.12 With the rise of CFUGs this source of review has been, 
predictably, threatened. The issue was not of great importance when the CF 
programme was mainly implemented in the Mid-Hills, where much of the timber and
non-timber resources are traditionally used locally within the community as part of 
the local pattern of subsistence. There was no long-term tradition of hill forests
supplying external timber markets, nor were the markets for alternative forest 
resources as extensive as they are today.13 There, timber was mainly used locally for
buildings and construction works, etc., and non-timber products tended to be fodder, 

processed. Similarly, certain grasses harvested in the forests are the resource from which such
products as rope and brooms are made. And, jaributi is a complex of forest resources that are 
harvested, traded, refined and processed (value-added) into a variety of medicinal products.

12 It has been unofficially estimated that government revenues raised by the 40 percent tax on all 
timber sales from the Terai, Inner Terai and Churia forests of Nepal has risen from Rs. 39,155,027
(US$431,825) in 2000/01 to Rs. 49,991,197 (US$675,557) in 2002/03. This was mainly from the
sale of Sal and other timber species, firewood and Khair. The most important districts for revenue
collection are Makwanpur, Udayapur, Illam, Dadeldhura and Dang. Khanel 2003; see also MFSC
2002a.

13 For a review of the harvesting, production and marketing of ‘non-timber forest products’, see
Daniggellis 1997, Edwards 1993 and 1995, Edwards and Bowen 1993, Rajbhandary and
Bajracharya 1994; also Durst and Bishop 1995.

8
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firewood, food (e.g., nuts, berries, tubers), medicinal resources, etc., most all of which 
were used at the household level within a community.

The issue of big timber revenues, however, has recently become quite central to forest 
policy making processes as a result of several factors related to the spread of the CF 
programme south into the Churia Hills and Terai. There, CFUGs are increasingly
managing forests of potentially high and saleable timber values. Likewise, AFRs and 
other forest resource based products (e.g., stones and sand) are finding substantial 
external markets. It is not surprising, therefore, that the Ministry has become
increasingly concerned with the national forest as a potential source of tax revenue.14

Rent-seeking opportunities 

A second set of economic issues that come out of the case studies relates to rent-
seeking by government employees, and other authorities. Rent-seeking is defined here 
as the raising of personal income or influence on the part of government employees as 
a result of the position they hold in government, and the power they can wield over
politically weak, marginalized and disadvantaged peoples. Rent-seeking includes such 
things as a forest officer taking a bribe from a contractor to secure a lucrative resource 
harvesting permit, or a donor-funded project officer awarding a consultancy more as a 
political or personal reward rather than on the basis of past experience and merit, or a 
police officer or forestry official persuading a forest resource trader to pay a special 
‘service charge’ to ship goods past a roadside checkpost and on to market.

Different government laws, regulations and rules, and donor projects and 
programmes, each offer a variety of opportunities for rent-seeking. The overall culture 
in a particular part of government, project or programme determines the extent that 
rent-seeking takes place in a given place at a particular point in time. Underpinning all 
the formal discussions in policy and planning situations in Nepal is the informal set of 
considerations concerning rent-seeking. The issue is particularly germane in the forest 
sector because, unlike other sectors (agriculture, education, health, etc.), forestry has 
been a large generator of revenue from big timber and many AFRs.15 The issue of
misuse of power in the forestry sector is recognized by government in statements such 
as this: ‘An excessive concentration of decision-making power in the higher echelons
inhibits the enthusiasm and self-reliance of the people. In addition, opportunities to 
misuse power are created and people’s suspicions are aroused’.16

Some of the recent FECOFUN and other NGOs’ public campaign against the 
proposed government tax of 40% on timber products sold outside of CFUGs is based 

14 Recently, Nepal’s rural insurgents have also realized the revenue potential of Nepal’s forests in 
some districts, both from timber and AFRs, especially cardamom. According to recent news
accounts (late 2003) they have taken several hundred CFUGs away from their legally registered
groups and placed them directly under Maoist control.

15 As someone has said of the agriculture sector: ‘Cabbages do not raise revenue’. One of the issues
is that agriculture in the past has been difficult to tax, whereas taxing timber sales is easier. 
Agriculture is a far more important productive sector of the economy, however. Once again,
however, the main thrust of this paper is that each sector (innovation system) has to be analysed
separately. It is also important to note that productive sectors are very different from service 
sectors. In the mountain climbing/tourist sector, for example, government raises large revenues by
issuing permits.

16 MFSC 2000: 13, emphasis added.
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as much on the lack of prior consultation with the people about it, as on a deep 
suspicion the tax is driven by rent-seeking motives. These fears are not without 
foundation. As we saw in the handmade paper case study, the growth of the industry 
in the Mid-West Hills region has been curtained by the rent-seeking behaviour of 
officials who are slow to process necessary papers for the movement of lokta bark out 
of the districts, and the service charges that have to be paid to officials enroute to the
Kathmandu market. The Maoist insurgents are now also imposing similar service 
charges in many parts of the country that they control. 

Profit-seeking opportunities 

A feature that underpins the narratives of the contending coalitions in the policy arena 
concerns the profits that can be made from the sale of timber and alternative forest
resources. In the past there was a traditional narrative that communities would 
manage forest resources and that most of the forest outputs would be consumed
locally as part of non-moneyed systems of subsistence production and exchange. For
example, timber was to be used locally for building houses, bridges, temples, etc.; 
fuelwood was collected for household use; and fodder was grazed or collected for
local use. Whether this type of ‘ideal’ view of a traditional, subsistence society ever
existed or not is not the subject of this analysis. Nonetheless, this was the view that 
many policy and development planners have held. Events of the last 10 years have 
dramatically shown, however, that some forest user groups are making a great deal of 
money by selling timber and AFRs. They are well integrated into local and
international money-based markets, which also include labour markets, where young 
people, especially, go to other countries in order to find work in the remittance
economy. In addition, depending on the particular timber and AFR there are very 
different existing and evolving ‘market chains’, each of which has a different set of 
institutional actors seeking profits and returns for any ‘value added’ they are 
contributing to.

Thus, although the community forestry programme may have begun on the 
assumption that it was primarily designed to support and sustain a subsistence 
economy at the local household level, as forests matured and as markets for forest 
resources and products have grown, new expectations have arisen. Profitable CFUG 
activities are now very important, and policies to thwart local profit-making activities,
such as taxing surplus timber sold outside of the group, is becoming resisted.

2.3 Policy processes and development practice 

This study and the case examples concentrate on the behaviour of actors in the macro
arenas of development activity. In this area, there is frequent reference to such issues
as ‘programme’ vs. ‘project’,17 and on the strengths and weaknesses of certain 
planning processes (e.g., the log frame debate)18 and on implementation, monitoring 
and evaluation techniques (e.g., ‘participation’ as ‘the new tyranny’).19 We now 
examine the findings of the Case Studies to see what they contribute on these various
development debates.

17 Biggs and Smith 2003, Hulme 1995, Clay and Schaffer 1984.
18 Apthorpe and Gasper 1996, Biggs and Smith 2003, Clay and Schaffer 1984 and Hulme 1995.
19 Cooke and Kothari 2001; see also Blackburn and Holland 1998, and Holland and Blackburn 1998.
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Case Study 1 – Community Forestry: participatory forest management in action 

The CF programme has been highly influenced by the government’s long-standing 
commitment to making changes in the legal framework for forestry management to 
allow for more participatory and decentralized development. Donor projects helped in 
facilitating the specific ‘user group’ approach to its implementation. Whether the 
donor projects were called ‘projects’ or ‘programmes’ seems rather unimportant to the
analysis, although today the trend is more towards ‘programmes’, with the attendant 
meaning that this has for funding and management in the eyes of the key partners, 
HMGN and the donors.

What is more important under CF is the content of the projects or programmes, the
way they are ‘embedded’ in the political and social context, and the way they are
managed. As we have seen, during the 1980-90s donor-funded activities were 
designed as stand-alone projects, with heavy expatriate overheads and parallel 
administrative and management structures with little thought given to full integration 
within the participating line ministry. Directly funded project activities was ‘the way 
it was done’ at the time, with a large range of benefits to foreign technical assistants
(TAs) and their Nepal government ‘counterparts’ and other personnel assigned to the
projects.

For example, there were ample recurrent cost resources to work with in the special
and often high budgets for project vehicles, office equipment, and their maintenance,
etc. The TAs were generally paid high salaries, and those Nepalese specialists
associated with the projects often realized increased take-home pay due to per diems,
travel awards and other benefits (including salary ‘topping’ in some instances).20

Donors and government officials were counterparts and partners, not only to the
formal arrangements of the projects, but also colluding on occasion in situations
where rent-seeking took place. There is only a thin line between host government
officers seeking rents, and that of an officer on a donor payroll who is aware that rent-
seeking is taking place but chooses not to raise the issue as it might affect their job
security or promotion, etc. While the term ‘rent-seeking’ is generally used in 
connection with the personal behaviour of government officials, it is not unheard of 
among expatriate project employees, that sub-contracts are not always awarded to the 
most meritorious group and that rules are interpreted ‘liberally’.

One might ask at this point: What does all this have to do with sustainable access by 
the poor to mountain natural resources? The answer, of course, is a great deal. If 
rent-seekers, aid dispersers, contract consultants, etc., are some of the main drivers of
the policy and development process, then there may be little concern for achieving
development goals such as empowerment, equity, social inclusion and access for the
powerless and disadvantaged.

Case Study 2 - Targeting the poor: the leasehold forestry project 

The LHF project is an example of where the intention of the project was a 

20 These sorts of normal benefits were clearly stated in project documents; they exclude other
benefits earned (on the side) from rent-seeking behaviour. For a discussion of why donor
consultants and local government officials like projects, see Hanley 2001.
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commitment to reducing poverty in the short-term and to providing access to natural 
resources to marginalized groups in a sustained way over the long-term. As recent 
reviews have shown, however, the design of the programme appears, to some extent, 
to have side-stepped many of the central issues that need to be addressed. (In
hindsight, it is easy to say that if a political scientist or an applied anthropologist had 
been part of the design team, then some the macro- and micro- institutional issues
would have been addressed.) What is clear is that legal provision for marginalized
groups to establish rights to land is very important. Whether these issues are 
addressed in ‘projects’ or as parts of ‘programmes’ seems to be of far less importance
than considerations of whether the forestry legislation can be changed to recognise the 
importance of long term social inclusion of previously excluded groups. Another 
consideration is whether the forestry sector can rise sufficiently to the challenge of 
poverty alleviation and other ‘second generation issues’ such as equity, social 
inclusion and empowerment, so as to enhance access of the poor and disadvantaged
both to natural resources and to the policy narrative on access. There is already ample
legislation to this effect, both in terms of the Forestry Act of 1993, and the Revised
Forest Sector Policy of 2000, and in the Local Self-Governance Act of 1998 and 
related policy pronouncements. The issues is whether a coalition of policy and 
development practitioners can activate the legislation for this goal.

In some situations the drive towards programmes rather than projects also appear to
be as a result of efficiency arguments on the part of donor agencies. As with all such 
arguments, however, one has to consider ‘efficiency’ from whose perspective. Large
donor projects or programmes that cut down donor and government transaction costs 
can be both good and bad, depending on the ‘culture’ of the situation. The LHF 
project appears to be a situation with a great deal of ‘learning and change’ going on in 
the enterprise, resulting (apparently) in significant changes in the design of the
forthcoming new phase of the programme. Some of the large donor projects in the
forestry sector, however, appear to have continued for years without much ‘learning 
and changing’ as regards their ultimate goals and objectives about access, social
inclusion and empowerment.

Case Study 3 - CFUG Federation: institutional innovation in practice 

Both of the user group federations, the FECOFUN and NEFUG, are interesting from a 
combined development programme/project and policy perspective. FECOFUN, for
example, was founded and designed as an indigenous, member-based institution and 
serves as a social mobilization organization (thus, technically not a true NGO), and it
has remained so. The cause for which the FECOFUN was founded, as a voice of 
advocacy for CFUGs nationwide, has been supported by various donors and NGOs. 
And, while it is funded mainly by donors, the type of funding is very different from 
the modes of traditional donor projects and the new ‘programme’ type funding now 
found in the forestry sector. In this case, the creators and main actors within the 
FECOFUN have, themselves, sought out donor support for their cause. In this case, 
the staff have been social responsible entrepreneurs. While it is true that FECOFUN is 
within the civil society/private sector, it is wrong to characterize the federation as just 
another NGO seeking contracts and profits. That sort of general characterization
(often mooted by FECOFUN’s detractors) is unfair, both to many NGOs and to the 
integrity of FECOFUN.

Without doubt FECOFUN is now a major actor in the forestry political economy 
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arena, alongside the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation, the Ministry of 
Finance, District and Village Development Committees (DDCs and VDCs), other 
civil society actors (NGOs) and private sector entrepreneurs (including CFUGs, 
themselves) who manage forests and find markets for forest resources of all types.

The rise of NEFUG also represents an interesting institutional development. In this 
case there was strong but indirect government support for its formation, and it, too, 
has been given substance through support from donor agencies. Because NEFUG’s 
did not emerge out of a grass-roots movement of user groups, however, its long term 
sustainability will depend upon a range of determinants other than those that will 
effect the future of the FECOFUN. These will include its utility as a complement to 
the FECOFUN, its acceptance widely by an active rural user group membership and 
its continuing support from outside (and, subtly, from within the ministry). To date, 
NEFUG operates in only about a third of the districts of Nepal, while the FECOFUN 
operates in virtually all of them.

The links and contacts that FECOFUN has established in the rural, urban and
international arenas are also well founded, though they are often changing. Against all
of this, it can be seen that a narrow preoccupation with policy and project planning, 
monitoring and evaluation, projects vs. programme support means little unless seen in
the context of these broader political economic and institutional determinants, and of 
their varied actors and the different agendas and reward systems within which each 
set of actors works. While it may appear obvious, it seems that those who influence 
policy processes and development practices need to be reminded of the following –
that whether the various theories, narratives, tools and strategies found in manuals on 
policy and planning have any relevance to resource access issues depends on the 
context, and how coalitions of actors manoeuvre in specific situations. This means,
paradoxically, that greater attention to understanding policy processes and the
development practices of major actors at the macro level is needed. This position is in 
contrast to the large and complimentary literature that looks at village/regional level
issues of common property resource management (CPRM).21 These micro-analyses
have been useful and influential, but it is time to move on to pursue complimentary
analyses on policy processes. This, in turn, entails looking at the culture of the actors 
at the macro level, and the ways that they relate to the micro level. 

Case Study 4 - Entrepreneurship and access: handmade paper from lokta bark 

In the case of the handmade paper study, we find a situation where the growth of the
industry has taken place largely outside of any project framework. While the original
UNICEF-supported project was catalytic in drawing attention to the industry and in 
demonstrating ways to attain a sustainable resource base and the economic potential 
of the market, the actual growth and major improvements of the industry has been led
by actors in the private sector in ways that were not in any sense merely the ‘scaling-
up’ of institutions from the earlier project. In fact, the existing organizations and 
institutions of ‘the project’ have had considerable trouble becoming dynamic and 
receptive to change in the ever-changing context of the worldwide handicraft niche 

21 See Bromley 1990, Bromley and Chapagain 1984, NRC 1986, McCay and Acheson 1987,
Messerschmidt 1986, NAC 1986, Ostrom 1990. This literature, however, is short on assessing the
actual poverty and social inclusion outcomes of CPRM regimes.
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market that it serves, and the changing political and economic context in Nepal. 

Again, one might ask: What has this to do with access to mountain natural resource?
And again we say: a great deal, for some of the current trend in donor and 
government agencies is to minimize transaction costs and increase ‘efficiency’ of 
operations. At this point one must ask: What are the goals and purpose of the aid 
enterprise? In the current situation, reducing the staff costs in an aid donor agencies 
(to minimize overheads) might well result in a far lower quality of partnership, hence
in aid project or programme performance.22 Of course, we are not saying that 
increased donor management costs will result in more effective development practice 
for ensuring improved access by the poor to mountain resources. What we are saying
is that simple-minded generalizations that do not look at the quality and nature of the 
‘costs’ is unhelpful.

From the perspective of useful aid partnership, it is significant that the paper industry
case shows that demand-led request for technical assistance and advice resulted in a 
very cost-effective consulting input from the perspective of socially responsible 
entrepreneurs in the industry. In the context of changing current policy and 
development practice, it would be instructive to see if a new project funded by 
USAID to promote business service organizations concerned with the marketing of
alternative forest resources (AFRs) and products is based on an institutional analysis 
of current practice and effective ways to facilitate and support social responsibility in 
the AFR industry. The lack of concern in past projects with economics, access and
social inclusion issues means that such projects should be directed towards such 
concerns.

2.4 Poverty reduction and social inclusion

Poverty reduction, social inclusion and related issues, all of which reflect deep 
concerns for access by the poor and disadvantaged to natural resources, have been at 
the heart of government and donor development planning for many years. Nepal’s 
current Tenth Five-Year Plan: Poverty Reduction Strategy Paper, 2002-2007 (May
2003), formulated by HMGN with the assistance and support of most aid donors and 
large international NGOs, describes intended development objectives and behaviours
as more transparent and accessible than ever before. While current development
concepts and words such as access by the poor, sustainable livelihoods, enabling
environment, social inclusion, gender, empowerment, participation and full 
employment are frequently heard and seen in today’s development discussions and 
documents, most of these ideas and concepts are not new; neither are the notions of
the ‘learning and change organization’, nor a political economy analysis of policy 
processes. Even at the most mundane level, project and policy cycle management
manuals have in them core concepts of how to manage and monitor projects and 
policy effectively, to evaluate the lessons learned (best practices) and to do things 
differently and better the next time. In this context, it is useful to examine the case
studies to see what they tell us as regards the way notions of alleviating poverty and
enhancing social inclusion of the disadvantaged have changed in the last few years. 
Improving sustainable access for the poor to natural resources is a major way of 

22 Eyben (2003) discusses the need for more attention to the quality of aid partnerships, and the
effects of these development actor cultural issues on the usefulness of aid.
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reducing poverty and improving social inclusion.

A major concern of the CF programme is better management of Nepal’s mountain and 
hills forest resources. Poverty reduction and social inclusion, however, was not the
primary goal; rather access to resources for subsistence use by community members,
and sustainable management overall were the initial goals of the programme. In some
situations there was a naive and innocent belief by some actors involved that CF
would bolster community development in general, and would then lead to poverty 
reduction and long term social inclusion. While poverty reduction has taken place in 
some situations, much of the data available indicate that there have not been major
changes in gender, caste, ethnic group, and elite/poor relationships, nor have younger 
people in communities been given a significant voice in important decision-making
arenas. Many descriptive analyses of CF projects point out the widespread
phenomenon of different forms of ‘elite capture’ that ultimately deny access to 
resources and to decision-making by the poor and other marginalized groups.23

The previous lack of monitoring and analysis of poverty reduction and social 
inclusions issues is a little surprising. There is a large international literature that 
documents and points to the likely outcomes of ‘community development’ projects 
vis-à-vis equity goals.24 Some of those experiences are aptly summed up in a book 
entitled The Myth of Community,25 but there is an even longer and more in-depth
literature that reviews and evaluates various models of ‘community development’. For 
whatever reasons, however, it appears that the international TA on some major donor-
sponsored forestry projects and their partners were not aware of this literature, 
although within Nepal some observers have pointed, with emphasis, to the 
intransigent nature of social relationships at the village level in what they describe as
a fundamentally feudal society.26

In general, as regards access to natural resources and social inclusion, it appears that 

23 There have been suggestions (unpublished) that Nepal’s current insurgency started in the very
districts where major donor-funded development projects had operated for over a decade prior to 
the Maoist uprising, implying that somehow those projects created frustrations that ‘set the stage’ 
for uprising. Thapa and Sijapati, however, are quite clear that other more historically deep-seated
feudal conditions (in their words ‘an economically, socially, culturally, and politically flawed 
system’) are at the root of the insurgent discontent. ‘It is no coincidence’, they write, ‘that the
epicentre of the Maoist movement has been the poverty-stricken contiguous districts of northern
Rolpa and Rukum in the western mid-hills½an area that has not seen any major development
activity, or, in the case of Rukum, even a road; and which even today retains a system of almost
medieval relationships between the rich and the poor’ (Thapa and Sijapati 2003: 63-64, emphasis
added).

See also the recent analysis by David Seddon and Karim Hussein on The Consequences of
Conflict: Livelihoods and Development in Nepal (2002), a work commissioned by the U.K.
Department for International Development (DFID).

An important point to make here is that in these two works, and others that have been recently
published, there is at least a recognition of the Maoists as important (even if undesirable) actors on
the development stage, whose presence and actions are having a profound effect on how policy is 
played out and development is practiced.

24 A suitable equity indicator is the time needed (average hours per day) to collect a bundle of
subsistence forest resources per unit of household demand ( a composite of livestock ownership
and household size). A gender-based equity indicator is the number of female hours per day at the
same task. See Richards, Maharjan and Khanel 2003.

25 Guijt and Shah 1998.
26 B.K. Shrestha 2003.
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respective government agencies, donors and international NGOs do not appear to 
have rigorously monitored to take actions according to their own formally declared 
intensions. There are indications, however, that this is changing. It is interesting to 
note, for example, that the FECOFUN has made issues such as poverty reduction and 
social inclusion a major part of its mandate. For example, a strong representation of 
women in leadership roles in mandated in the federation’s constitution,27 and 
increasingly the federation is facilitating its member CFUGs nationwide to advance
social inclusion as a group goal. While there are some negative assessments of the 
social inclusion outcomes of the CF programme,28 there is, at present, no
comprehensive assessment of its effects on access, poverty reduction or social
inclusion. We suspect that there has been far more social inclusion taking place in the
nearly 13,000 FUGs in the country than has been reported, but there is little attention
in the available documentation to this effect. Further study is also needed on the 
overall impacts of the CF programme on rural livelihoods generally.

In sharp contrast to the community forestry programme, the main goal of the
leasehold forestry programme has been to improve the rural livelihoods of the most
poor households and to increase sustainable social inclusion in their access to
resources. In Nepal’s feudal rural society, the plight of the poor is a contentious issue 
– either politely ignored by the powerful local elites, or arguably being addressed in 
ways that are not easily accepted under current socio-economic circumstances. It may
well be that for these very reasons, the LHF project has faced some serious problems.

For example, problems of eligibility, displacement, local cost-effective poverty 
assessment criteria, etc., are all very familiar issues in ‘poverty-targeted programmes’,
but there appears to be only scant attention to them in the small literature and
documentation available from the LHF project. Among other programmes to which 
the LHF planners and administrators might have looked for advice and wisdom, is the 
Small Farmer Development Programme (SFDP), so prominently involved in the 
project described in Case Study 4: Entrepreneurship and access: hand-made paper 
from lokta bark. The SFDP was started in the 1970s in Asia, and has had many
achievements (and failings) in improving the rural livelihoods of poorer farmers.29

It appears that the LHF project has had some significant effects. It has become a very 
popular programme, despite its problems, within the Ministry of Forests and Soil 
Conservation, and the Department of Forests, and it has brought to centre stage the
need to include, in more than a rhetorical way, poverty alleviation and social inclusion 
considerations into the mainstream of the overall CF programme. As noted elsewhere, 
some of Nepal’s nearly 13,000 CF user groups have begun experimenting with ways 

27 This is 50% at all levels. This comes in sharp contrast with the bureaucracy where in 2002/2003
only 1.42 % of all civil servants in the Gazetted First Class were women. This is a tiny increase
over the 1.10 % in 1986/87 (Mathema 2003).

28 See Agarwal 2001, for example.
29 For an example of success, see Messerschmidt (1988) and Biggs and Messerschmidt (n.d.). A great

deal of insight into innovative programme and project development can also be gained from Clark
et al 2003. Not all development is successful, of course. There is a large literature on poverty-
focused farming systems research and participatory technology development, for example, from
the 1970s-80 regarding social inclusion of the poor and other excluded groups such as women (see 
Biggs 1988 and Mosse 1993). Substantial contributions to this literature come from research in
Nepal (e.g., Kayastha, Mathema and Rood 1989).
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to incorporate the leasehold concept into their planning, so as to further their own pro-
poor objectives. There may be considerable positive institutional experience going on 
there that needs to be documented for the lessons learned and best practices.

The handmade paper case study illustrates that poverty reduction, community
development, employment generation and social responsibility in private sector
activities have a very long tradition in Nepal, and are not the product of recent 
development planner’s concepts and preoccupations. This case study illustrates well 
that a concern with rural livelihoods often necessitates a concomitant concern with
hard economic analysis, so that markets for products from alternative forest resources 
are accessible and that the benefits for any value-added activities as a result of
transport and processing is shared equitably. 

2.5 Sources of institutional and technological innovations

One of the reasons for using an actor innovations systems framework to understand 
the process of change as it relates to access to natural resources, poverty reduction and
social inclusion in the Himalayas, is because the framework focuses on sources of
technical and institutional innovations and on the role of specific actors (groups, or 
coalitions) that lead to their spread. While development planners and policy makers
often have a view of the world that social change occurs as a result of their plans, their 
policies and their projects, the innovations systems approach is much broader in 
recognising that much of development and change is ‘unplanned’ and, as often as not, 
useful innovations are created and spread with little if any inputs from planners and 
policy analysis. The case studies illustrate well some of the usefulness of the 
framework.

In the case of the CF programme, it is clear that the notion of the user group approach 
to develop was well grounded in much earlier institutional traditions of Nepal.30 The 
development of relevant legislation took place with significant inputs of the staff of an 
FAO project.

The institutional innovation leading to the founding of the FECOFUN came up from 
below and was certainly not the creation of a ‘think tank’, nor of project planners or a 
planning commission. The growth and spread of the FECOFUN is also driven from 
within, by its unique membership from the local level CFUGs of rural Nepal and not
the result of donor funding.

Interestingly, in the case of the forestry sector, most policy and development planning 
has focussed around ‘institutional’ innovation, rather than technological innovations.
Few documents or reports speak about the introduction and promotion of ‘new’ 
technology (as is so common in agriculture, for example), and it appears that linkages 
of the forestry sector with scientific research organizations is weak.31 This is 

30 For a discussion of this see Shrestha 1999.
31 There are some exceptions to this, however, as when staff from the Regional Community Forestry

Training Centre (RECOFTC) visited Nepal in the late 1990s to help introduce farmer field school
(FFS) ideas of experiential learning into forest user group activities. Pokharel (2002) reports on an 
assessment of the 13 farmer forest management schools (FFMSs) that had been established up to
that time. This interest in using the FFS in forestry arose from a 1999 meeting in Bangkok, also
organised by RECOFTC (RECOFTC 2000).
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surprising, as there is a great deal of overlap of some forestry concerns with
agricultural and other rural technologies. In agriculture for example, there is a whole 
range of government, private and NGO bodies that search out, create, promote and 
‘scale up’ improved technologies. Linkages between technical researchers, extension 
agencies and users is at the heart of many development initiatives. This does not seem 
to be the case in the Forestry sector. It is already happening on the ground, however, 
in the case of alternative forest resources (AFRs), quite often without support or
facilitation from government agencies and policy.

Nonetheless, under the LHF project, given its central concern with enhancing the 
livelihoods of the poor, formal involvement of the Nepal Agricultural Research 
Council (NARC) was built into the programme design. We suspect that as more
research is done on what is actually happening on the ground in CF user groups, and 
in the leasehold programme, far greater linkages with actors providing useful 
technological innovations will emerge; far more, that is, than is presently seen. Even 
at a cursory level, the very fact that some user groups embrace members who are also 
involved with ancillary development user groups, in livestock, irrigation, health and 
FFS, indicates to us that considerable contact with actors who might bring new 
technical innovations into forest activities may enhance the forestry-technological 
research linkages.

The case of the growth of the handmade paper industry is interesting as it shows that
the most important innovations came at the start of the growth process, with the early
UNICEF project staff playing an important role in introducing the idea of marketing
lokta-paper cards to a global market. During the project period there were creative
inputs for card design from TA consultants, while more recently, new designs have 
come mainly from the UNICEF marketing office in Geneva. In the wider handicrafts 
industry, technical and design innovations are coming from both inside and outside 
the industry, and it is significant that one of the first things the industry’s business 
support organization, Nepal Handmade Paper Association (HANDPASS), did shortly 
after it was founded in 1996 was to seek outside consultants for advice on developing 
an international marketing strategy.
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3. WAYS FORWARD

3.1 Future applications of the framework

As the start of this paper we argued that understanding access to natural resources in 
mountain areas necessitates a combined actor- and innovations-oriented, location- and 
time-specific analysis. This is especially so if the analysis is concerned with policy 
and development issues that focus on poverty alleviation and social inclusion.

We chose a specific country over a specific period of time to illustrate our argument.
We find that policy processes and development practice are driven by diverse sets of 
actors. In general, we see that any policy and development planning that concerns 
access to natural resources that is not informed by similar types of analysis may well 
be unhelpful and, more importantly, counter-productive to improving access to natural
resources by socially excluded groups. Hence, our first suggestion is that capacities to
conduct this type of research and analysis be strengthened in organizations and 
institutions that wish to influence policy processes and be responsible for their
actions.

3.2 Keeping up with the times 

The Nepal case studies dramatically illustrate how issues concerning access to natural 
resource have changed dramatically over a period of time as short as a decade. For
example, the rise of FECOFUN and NEFUG has meant that policy processes have
been affected in substantial ways by the growth of these new civil society federations. 
Now, these sorts of organizations bring people’s participation and ‘voice’ to the fore
in ways hitherto unforeseen.

Similarly, the development of markets in the last few years for mountain-sourced
horticultural products, timber and alternative forest resources (AFRs) such as 
medicinal plants, lokta bark, etc. has also changed the way that various actors 
perceive and pursue access to forest resources. Nepal has recently joined the WTO,
and the government must now deal with the implications of patent legislation and
trade in resources and products emanating from the mountains, as well as addressing 
more carefully who benefits from the development of these market chains. In large, 
powerful countries patenting and sui generis issues would, of course, be treated in a 
totally different fashion than in a small country such as Nepal.

These are just a few illustration to show that analyses carried out on access, poverty-
alleviation and social exclusion issues even as recently as ten years ago may have 
only minor relevance to the policy debates and practices of today. This implies that a 
new approach to the so-called ‘second generation’ issues – e.g., access, equity, 
empowerment, inclusion, etc. – must now be addressed in forestry and other sectors.32

For some policy and development, so-called ‘second generation’ issues were 
predictable outcomes of earlier policy processes, rather than ‘unexpected’ second 
generation problems.

32 JTRC 2000, Winrock 2002.
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3.3 Brief analysis of some other sectors 

This report concentrates on the forestry sector as an important illustration of what 
issues need to be analysed in any study of natural resources access. We argue, 
however, that each sector must be analysed in a similar way, but that the analysis has
to recognise not only the natural resources and socio-economic diversity issues but 
also the diversity of government, civil society and private sector actors present at a 
given time. In each sector there is a different set of actors in the innovation system. 
The importance of this actor diversity is highlighted in the following examples: 

Water Resources

A major natural resource in the mountains is water that is used as a source of energy, 
for irrigation, drinking water, etc. As in the forestry sector, there is also a national 
federation for irrigation user groups: the National Federation of Irrigation Water
Users Associations, Nepal (NFIWUAN). This federation, however, plays a very
different role in the policy and development practice arena as compared to 
FECOFUN. Donor-funded projects and programmes in the irrigation and energy 
sectors bring with them a quite different set of aid actors, service providers,
government policies and types and extent of rent-seeking behaviours, as well as 
different sets of issues to confront, as compared, for example, with the forestry sector.
Consequently, we argue that the water resources sector must be analysed in its own 
right, and great care taken in comparisons and generalizations vis-à-vis other sectors.

Pastoralism

In many mountains areas animal husbandry is important. Some grazing lands are very 
remote and necessitate seasonal transmigration. It is also important to note that local 
institutions tend to dominate access to pastoral resources. For Nepal, past studies of 
local institutional and cultural practices are important in the light of changing policies 
and development practices. This is due, in part, to the relative inability of the Nepal 
government to implement new laws in remote pastoral areas.

Nor is Nepal able to exercise a strong voice regarding northern border closings by 
their more powerful neighbour, China. Twice in the past half century, the Chinese 
authorities have closed their border with Nepal to the seasonal migration of yak herds 
between pastures. This first occurred in 1959-60, following the Tibetan uprising and 
the Chinese occupation of Tibet. At that time, thousands of livestock reportedly 
starved to death on the Nepalese side of the border, unable to reach traditional Tibetan
pastures. Gradually, the closure was relaxed, and some herds were built up again (but
never to original capacity). Within the past few years, the Chinese have again closed
their border to transhumance grazing, and Nepalese herds have been denied access, 
once again, to their traditional seasonal northern pasture resources inside Tibet. If the 
reverse had happened and Nepal had declared its border closed to Chinese herds,
being in the weaker position, they would undoubtedly not been able to enforce it.33

33 See Messerschmidt 2002b for a similar, but more detailed discussion of pastoral traditions being
forceably changed in the face of new legislation and changes in land use patterns in northern India.
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Tourism

In some locations, the tourist industry is a major source of economic growth, but with 
very mixed distribution of the benefits. Thus, any contemporary analysis of this sector 
should, as with other sectors, identify and examine the key actors currently 
determining policy and practice. For example, the roles, actions and innovations of 
large and small businesses, parliamentary representatives of local people, and 
insurgents (e.g., the Maoists in Nepal) on the trek tourism sector will have to be 
analysed in the same way as we have done for the forestry sector. The government’s
ability to raise substantial revenue from elite trek tourism in its mountain parks and 
from mountaineering parties seeking to climb Mt. Everest and other peaks will, in 
turn, affect policy practices in this area.

Alternative Forest Resources

In this study we concentrate on just one AFR – lokta bark – and describe in detail 
what has been occurring in the handmade paper industry over the last 25 years. 
Similar analyses should be done on other AFRs in order to inform policy and 
development practice.

In Nepal, it is interesting to note that a new set of actors has become involved since 
2003 in association with a new aid project called the ‘Business Development Services 
for Non-Timber Forest Products Nepal’ (BDSNN), funded by USAID and 
implemented by Winrock International and IDE (International Development
Enterprises). It will be interesting to see what role this project plays in building upon
and strengthening the socially responsible behaviour found in the handmade paper 
industry and some emerging marketing institutional arrangements that are putting 
FUGs in direct contact with international buyers, and ensuring that value added stays 
in Nepal and that benefits are equitably divided. Hopefully, this project will be
promoting effective poverty reduction and social inclusion goals in other sectors 
based on AFRs.

In light of the evidence that past aid-funded projects have been negligent in 
monitoring the effects of their involvement on poverty reduction and social inclusion, 
it is hoped that this time if no other actor takes it on, the civil society actors will begin 
early monitoring such outcomes.

As Nepal’s development actors consider ways to develop markets for forest resources
and products, and ways to maximise value-added retention to poor groups, they will 
have to take into account other prominent actors in neighbouring countries. These 
include the regional competition with Nepalese resources and products, and those who 
influence policy processes especially the governments of India, China, Bangladesh 
and Bhutan, and also how the SAARC (South Asian Area Regional Council) deal 
with natural resource trade issues.

Watershed Management 

There are several watershed management projects and programmes in Nepal. While
the technical appeal of watershed management is very high, those who have worked 
in this area will know that each watershed is different, not only because of its agro-
climatic characteristics and socio-economic features, but also because of the other 
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government, donor, civil society and private sector actors present, and the social
relationships that play out between them. One reason why special projects concerning 
the enhanced management of watersheds often have a limited life after the end of a 
development period is because of the special social conditions created by the project. 
The use of an actor-oriented approach, as illustrated here, to analyse watershed
management projects would help focus attention on the role of different actors and
whether the project is doing anything more than illustrating what can be done under 
the special conditions of a conventional action research project. Alternative
approaches to watershed management would be to break out of the traditional action
research mode and divert resources into supporting watersheds where local actions 
have already found ways to manage resources effectively and in socially responsible 
ways. After decades of special watershed projects in Nepal the country has in place 
plenty of cases where some positive impacts are happening and could be supported, 
and in some instances scaled up.

3.4 Other countries in the Hindu Kush-Himalaya 

At the start of this study we argued that it would not be useful to look at access issues
to natural resources in other countries in the Hindu Kush-Himalayan mountain areas, 
unless we had the time to find studies that have taken an actor-oriented approach to 
access, policy and development processes. As we did not have the resources to
undertake such a review we have focussed our approach on case studies from Nepal. 
We now illustrate why we took this position with reference to the following brief 
examples.

India

It was recently reported in a Nepal-oriented report that the government of the new 
Indian state of Chhattisgarh (formerly eastern Madhya Pradesh) has had great success
in improving the rural livelihoods of poor people in communities and in achieving 
long term social inclusion goals in four main river systems in the state. This has been
achieved through the recent formation of a government-sponsored Minor Forest 
Produce Federation (MFPF) with a three-tier cooperative structure of 2 million forest
resource (NTFP) gathers under 913 primary cooperatives and 32 district unions. 
Major employment activities include the collection of Tendu leaves and Sal seeds. 
Previously exploitive practices are now under control, and the new profit-sharing 
arrangements between poor collectors (70%), the MFP/forest management (15%) and 
for infrastructure development (15%), has worked well.34

The report of this programme has been highlighted ostensibly as an example with 
potential for application to Nepal. While this is not the place to discuss the merits of
India’s MFPF-centred programme in any detail, we would advise extreme caution in
considering such a programme in another country, outside of India (and perhaps even 
outside of the state of Chhattisgarh), where (a) official behaviours and rent-seeking
activities of the bureaucracy are different, (b) actors in the private sector might be
more powerful in opposing the effective implementation of such a scheme, (c) the
social structures in local communities might not allow rural development to lead to
the empowerment of typically marginalized social groups, and (d) the formal national 

34 Boaz and Boaz, n.d., in Annex 2 of Nurse and Paudel 2003.
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laws and the way they are implemented might be quite different.

Cooperatives, for example, are well known for a wide range of management and 
corruption problems. Thus, it would be highly instructive to know, for example, what 
effective mechanisms have been introduced in the Chhattisgarh case that ensure an 
equitable and well-managed cooperative structure. And, it may be, for example, that 
this model is relevant only for the collection of Tendu leaves and Sal seeds in specific 
communities where the MFPF programme operates at this moment in history. On the
other hand, parts of the model may have relevance to other Hindu Kush-Himalayan
areas. All of this tells us that a location-specific actor analysis of the type we have
suggested here, is necessary in order to see if any parts might be useful elsewhere, 
before it is seriously considered for adaptation to benefit the poor in other mountain
communities.

There are, of course, a massive range of other government, legal, civil society and 
private sector features that make any analysis of policy processes and development
practices very different between countries like Nepal, India, Bhutan, China, Pakistan 
or Bangladesh. While at one level this is obvious, at another level policy advocates 
and development planners often do not seem to give sufficient time and attention to 
understanding these things, nor on basing policy advocacy and new plans on adequate
institutional analysis of this type.

Bhutan

Bhutan has some mountain natural resources that in agro-climatic terms are similar in 
some ways to the mountain agro-climatic features of upland Nepal. The diversity of 
socio-economic conditions and cultural distinctions in villages and at the national 
level also means that they, too, have to be taken clearly into account in any analysis. It
is at the level of the structure and culture of government, however, where Nepal and 
Bhutan are so very different. Unlike Nepal, Bhutan has few civil society 
organizations, and no powerful grassroots federations like FECOFUN to substantially
effect policy processes and development practice. And, unlike Nepal, the Bhutanese
state has far more control over a whole range of economic activities relating to natural
resources.

While there are some donor-supported natural resources projects in Bhutan, their 
organization and management practices (and sometimes their basic premises) are 
generally very different from those of Nepal. Indeed, the whole culture of access to 
and utilization of natural resources in Bhutan differs greatly from other countries. For 
example, the ‘environment’ and natural resources in Bhutan are addressed in policy 
and in practice in the context of a strong conservation ethic based, in large measure,
on Buddhist beliefs and teachings. Indigenous knowledge is highly respected and 
traditional cultural practices and taboos, based on local people’s intimate and
generations-old experience and on a rich spirituality bolstered by the strong role of the
national ‘monk body’ (the religious establishment), have immense impact on issues of 
access to natural resources.35 These types of issues illustrate that any simple analysis
that does not put a great deal of emphasis on actor analysis would unwise in any 
country situations. 

35 TFDP 2000: 57-60.

23



The culture of access to mountain natural resources

3.5 Encouraging the institutions of democracy 

A feature of the current policy process in Nepal is the existence in the public domain
of legitimate development narratives. While in some public fora, actors take extreme
positions, and overstate their case, there is a healthy scepticism of such people.
Furthermore, in planning and policy circles there are now less documents that promise
far more than they can deliver. Some of this has come about because donors and 
government agencies are more accountable and are publishing and make useable 
documents available in a transparent and useable form, documents that in the past 
were considered for ‘internal’ use only. 

The existence of the journal Forest and Livelihood (published in Kathmandu) is a 
good example of a concrete move to make information to inform policy making
available. To make information available in the public domain, however, whether it 
be by government officers, NGOs, or donors means not only a commitment to 
democratic principles, but also a commitment of funds and time. We suggest that 
recent moves towards more documentation in the public domain has been very 
positive as regards change in policy processes in Nepal. They need more encouraging
in the future. At the day-to-day level, it is not always obvious that there are pressures 
to reduce these types of democratic principles. For example, in the name of reducing
‘transaction costs’ and ‘management costs’, development actors ‘do not have time or 
skills’ to write articles or local user friendly documents that would inform policy and 
development processes. In some Hindu Kush-Himalayan countries, where the press is 
limited, or where academics and researchers do not have direct influence on policy 
processes, there is likely to be ‘sub-optimal’ policy practice as regards the welfare of 
poorer and marginalized groups.

The institutions of democracy are as much about the existence of journals, 
newspapers, donor country strategy papers, etc., as any theoretical concepts of voting 
and legal frameworks.

3.6 Integration of social scientists within policy processes and innovation 
systems

This study raises once again the recurring and contentious issue of the past, current 
and future role of social scientists in society and in development. In this study we 
have mainly used the perspectives and skills of anthropology and economics to 
understand why, after so many years of policy analysis, plans, projects, programmes,
etc., on the part of a wide range of development actors, and mostly orientated towards
poverty reduction and social inclusion, the outcomes appear not as high as the plans 
and projects promised. In some ways our ‘village’ of study and analysis is populated 
by the actors who make up the ‘development community’, and the poorer groups in 
society for whom their policies and plans are supposed to benefit. As this has been a 
study of past actions, we have had to ask questions such as: What were the reasons
different groups have done what they did and why?

In looking at the behaviour of government officials we took the position of Keith 
Griffith in the mid-1970’s when, doing a similar analysis, he pointed out that rather 
than assume that government actors and those associated with them have policies and 
plans that they wish to carry out and often fail, assume that government actors are all 
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the time achieving what they want to achieve, and that the way formal documents,
plans and projects are used by the government and development community reflect 
the culture of the redevelopment community at the time. This type of social science
analysis provides a sound institutional basis for understanding causes of poverty, 
social exclusion and possible ways of reducing it. In our study, we have carried the 
same type of analysis into the forestry sector of Nepal and are asking the question: 
What has been the role in the past of different development actors in opening up
sustainable access to mountain natural resources to poor and marginalized groups?

As we have found, there have been few studies of this type done in the past, and we
have had to make the best use of what data are available. Now we ask: What are the
implications of what we have found as regards the inclusion of social science actors 
in development processes?

We are taking the issue further than the old advocacy for a ‘holistic and 
multidisciplinary’ approach to development. This type of advocacy has been around
for as long as the study of development itself! How to put this into action has been the 
challenge.

In the case of forestry in Nepal there have been many training of foresters, 
bureaucrats, NGO staff and others in some types of social science tools under such 
headings as ‘participatory rural appraisal’, ‘stakeholder analysis’, ‘conflict 
management’, ‘conflict resolution’, ‘project cycle management’, etc. These are often
conducted at universities and in research institutes, or in the training division of
government ministries. There is now a pool of planners and development personnel 
who have been trained in these skills. As one observer has noted,  however, this has 
also resulted in a ‘dumbing down’ of social science inputs into policy process and 
development practice.

For example, there many foresters in government who feel they know enough about 
the ‘social sciences’ to conduct institutional analysis, and to diagnose all types of 
social and technical problems and, therefore (they say) there is no need to bring 
professionally trained social scientists into the mainstream of policy and development
processes. There is a whole range of reasons for this behaviour that we will not get 
into here.36, 37

The outcomes of some actors not having professionally trained social scientist within 

36 However, they are issues that a social scientist would have to understand and analyse before
making any policy or development suggestions. For a discussion of costs and implications of the
‘dumbing down’ of social science inputs in institutions dominated by natural resources personnel
see Biggs, Messerschmidt and Gurung 2003.

37 It is interesting to note the dearth of professional social scientists within Nepal’s Department of
Forests and the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation. This issue was first formally discussed
in the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector of 1989, whose authors noted then that there were ‘only
a few economists, and no anthropologists, sociologists or socio-economists’ employed by HMG/N
in this sector. The situation has changed very little since the Master Plan was written. The authors
of the Master Plan point out that the only social scientists engaged in this sector are on project
staff ‘but their total number is grossly inadequate. The success of community forestry,’ they go on 
to say, ‘depends on the understanding and cooperation of the rural population…. R&D involving
the “social sciences” must be greatly expanded in support of community forestry fieldwork’ and
that this ‘is an aspect of forestry research that must have priority’ (HMGN 1989).
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their organizations are quite serious. For example, some development actors such as
major donors to the forestry sector have now recruited professionally trained social 
scientists to advise and negotiate donor contributions to partnerships projects. This
means that, as a basis for collaborative work and partnership, there needs to be similar
skills in government agencies in order for there to be a basis for discussions and the
drawing up of agreed actions on both sides. The same argument goes for professional 
staff in NGOs and development projects. To some extent, in some development policy 
and practice arenas the days are over when project or a programme can be drawn up 
about increasing access to natural resources but does not mainstream experienced 
social scientist in its design and implementation.

While ways to address this issue of mainstreaming professionally trained social 
scientists within line agencies, and within other development agencies, will be 
different in each situation, the underlying issue still needs serious attention. To take
up an earlier theme as regards ‘Ways Forward’, we would start in the Nepal context 
by looking at the way different development actors have already started to address 
this issue. For example some major bilateral (government) donors have quite 
dramatically changed their recruitment terms of reference (TOR) for staff that oversee
work in the forestry and agricultural sector. Demonstrated social science skills take 
precedence over natural science skills. Government agencies in Nepal might learn 
from some of these government reforms. Of course we are not here talking about ‘old’ 
institutional methods for including social science such as putting the economists in the 
planning ministry, or saying that social scientists can be taken on within the expatriate
staffing of donor-funded projects, or by associated NGOs. These old institutional 
models may have worked in some situations, but to some extent they have resulted in 
a type of ‘accommodation’ or ‘collusion’ to make it appear that substantial
disciplinary interaction takes place, but much of the actual development policy and 
practice does not reflect that substantial inputs of disciplinarily trained applied social 
scientists.

3.7 Decentralization and devolution 

Because it is such an important underpinning to any suggestions concerning Ways
Forward, we include a recommendation to support effective measures for the 
devolution of power and authority. We explicitly support more attention to
devolution, because some forms of decentralization are merely extensions of a ‘top 
down’ bureaucratic procedure.

To some extent, the rise of FECOFUN (Case Study 3) is an example of a democratic
force that is helping to turn government policies regarding devolution of power into a 
reality. The rise of the professional business services organization HANDPASS in the
handmade paper industry (Case Study 4) is another example of where devolution is 
taking place. In this situation, without explicit support from government, a guild-like 
business organization has evolved to address issues of how to manage and run affairs
within their own industry. One of the reasons we found this latter institutional 
innovation interesting is because HANDPASS is explicitly addressing issues of
poverty reduction, social inclusion and access to natural resources. There are many
ways, therefore, that devolution of power and authority can be reflected in society. 
(For further insight into the subject, see Box 1.) 
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Box 1. Enabling meaningful devolution
Decentralization: ‘The relocation of administrative functions away from a central location.’
Devolution: ‘The relocation of power away from a central location.’

A key test in determining whether disadvantaged and socially-excluded groups (e.g., women,
the poor, powerless minorities, etc.) have access to resources (natural, economic and political) is 
to determine whether or not they have the power to manage, use and share the benefits, without
undue interference from government officials or local elites. Devolution in community forestry is the
process of delegating or surrendering those powers of management, etc., formerly held by a
central government to local user groups. It is usually associated with the parallel process of 
decentralization, which involves delegating the administration of the affairs of government and 
development away from the centre, which in Nepal means to local government units (the District
and Village Development Committees). Decentralization is well along in Nepal, but the devolution
of resource management affairs remains a contentious issue.

The following statement describes the fundamental requirements for meaningful devolution to 
occur. It, and the definitions (above), are excerpted from Fisher et al (2000), emphasis added.
While the statement was written vis-à-vis forest management throughout Asia and the Pacific, it 
has cogent application to the Nepalese situation.

½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½½
‘Meaningful devolution requires both that local managers (be they local government units or local

communities) have the capacity to manage forests and that those with current authority to make
management decisions are prepared to transfer that authority. It would be naïve to think that all people
with control over resources wield their power only for the common good. No doubt some people wish to
retain their power over resources for their own benefit. On the other hand, many (probably most)
resource managers are reluctant to devolve authority because they genuinely fear the outcome of
uninformed management. A major prerequisite for meaningful decentralization and devolution,
therefore, is to build levels of trust in local management.

‘Trust is a prominent issue. Organizational or social arrangements that increase people’s trust in
each other are a major form of social capital, which is a resource that enables partnerships to work. It is
essential to increase trust between foresters and communities as well as within communities; this will
involve building local capacities and providing examples of effective local management to demonstrate
improved capacities.

‘It is also essential that arrangement include safeguards (checks and balances). However,
decentralization and devolution approaches should not simply allow forest departments to set and police
the rules, and judge community performance. Forest departments must also be answerable to the
communities, perhaps through third parties, special tribunals or other mechanisms.

‘The importance of monitoring the performance of community-level forest managers is often noted. It 
is important for at least two reasons. First, it provides checks and balances. Second, monitoring can
help identify successful community-level managers and contribute, through the provision of good
examples, to the building of trust and confidence.

‘Testing a community’s capacity to implement a management plan designed by someone else is not
a valid measure of the community’s management capacity. In other words, it is difficult to assess
community management capacity meaningfully if there is no real community input into decision-making.
Monitoring the success of community-based management can only be meaningful when there is
genuine devolution of authority.

‘…[I]t is also unfair to apply tougher tests to community-based activities than to conventional forest 
management. In this context, it is important to remember the high annual deforestation rates that prevail
under the current management system.’

In the current context of government action in the forestry sector, the MFSC is 
following the spirit of the Decentralization Act of 1982 and has, with other ministries,
decentralized many activities to the districts, but the MFSC appears reluctant to carry 
through with the full devolution as implied by the Local Self Governance Act of 
1998. This is significantly different from other ministries in the Nepal government
which have found room to manoeuvre in this regard.
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3.8 Pro-active search for positive institutional innovations 

One of the reasons we have used an actor innovations systems approach to this work 
is that it enables us to break out of the box of formal planners and policy makers. We
are not constrained when examining issues of sustainable access to natural resources
to looking only at the effects of formal policy pronouncements and the outcomes of
projects and programmes. If we had followed that route we might well have ended up 
with a list of policy and project ‘evaluation’ findings and another list of 
‘recommendations’ of what policy and projects should do. As it is, we have been able 
to investigate what has been actually happening on the ground in policy-making
processes and in development practice. In this we have found that many significant 
things have happened outside of the spheres of formal policy and development
planning. We suggest here that the culture of planning is changing, so as to encourage
proactive searching out in the economy of positive institutional changes that are
already taking place.

In some districts, for example, socially entrepreneurial district level officers in the
forestry department are already finding ways to coordinate with FUGs, and with 
development agencies. New institutional ways of doing things are already on the
ground and have been ‘tested’ for the socio-economic conditions of Nepal. (Better 
coordination at the district level is an issue that comes up time and time again in 
consultants’ reviews and evaluations of projects and programmes.) Similarly, gender
equity is a major goal in some NGOs and government organizations. Here again, we
find that FECOFUN has some very positive indicators on achieving these goals. 
FECOFUN has set itself up to bring effectives voices up from the field, and has 
developed innovative mechanisms to achieve their goals. 

Most of these new institutional forms did not come from government policy and 
development projects. If donors and government are concerned about social inclusion 
and poverty reduction in the forestry sector, then pro-active surveys of where this is 
already happening may well reveal ways forward that could be facilitated and 
encouraged by policy and projects. To some extent ‘out there’ in some villages and
natural resource settings there are already more equitable ways of managing natural
resources. Pro-active surveys need to be initiated to learn from and act upon these 
institutional developments. This is not to say that there are not regressive social
behaviours ‘out there’ where social inequity is being maintained, rather it is to say
that effective ways forward to address social equity issues are already being found. 
Key actors, who influence progressive policy process and development practices, 
need to learn from and act upon these innovations coming from the field. And, by 
field level we do not just mean from the village level, but also other arenas of policy 
making and development project planning.

Some donors, for example, have found ways to support a more democratic policy 
discourse, while others are still preoccupied with an internal discourse and do not 
encourage their staff to monitor social equity outcomes and make these findings 
publicly available. While some of this suggestion might sound like collecting case 
studies of ‘best practice’, which will then be recommended for widespread use, what 
we are saying is something different. We are talking about a change of culture where 
by planners and development actors continually look outside of their limited view, to 
learn from positive innovations that are continuously coming from multiple sources in
the world outside of the narrow development discourse. It is an orientation towards 
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continually capitalizing on socially responsible innovations that are always emerging
in society. Manuals of best practice have a ring about them of being yet another set of 
‘recommendations’ of how things should be done and how others should behave, 
rather than of guides forward to learn and be creative.38

3.9 Personal commitment: finding room to manoeuvre

The word ‘entrepreneurship’ is often associated with profit seeking activities in the
private sector. The notion it conjures up is of a person in the economy who is always 
seeking out viable opportunities to make profits. In the case studies accompanying
this study, however, we see a large number of situations where there has been very 
effective social entrepreneurship. One example is of progressive foresters in the
bureaucracy, along with donors and project staff, who nurtured and created effective 
legislation giving rise to the creation of a very successful forest user group approach 
to resource management and development. The cases studies also show how specific 
people in donor agencies have found ways to ‘implement’ projects in ways that have
had a positive effect on reducing poverty. In other cases, such in the handmade paper 
industry, we see that private entrepreneurs are not pre-occupied with narrow profit-
making actives, but are responsible for introducing institutional innovations to 
promote social equity.

In all these situations there may be others, of course, who are mainly interested in 
profits, keeping their jobs, not taking risks, in rent seeking, publishing articles for 
outside audiences, and so forth. The implications of this are that in any job situation, a 
personal commitment to finding room to manoeuvre to make progressive change is 
needed. There is always some room for manoeuvrability in any context. At a higher
level, structures and reward systems need to be changed to encourage and promote
such social entrepreneurial behaviour. For some organizations, whether in the private, 
civil society or government sectors, where promotions are based on seniority and 
gender, encouraging such behaviour may difficult, and in other organizations where
directives come from the top, it may be difficult. Our case studies are testimony to the 
fact that social entrepreneurs in a wide range of contexts have found room to 
manoeuvre, thus enhancing access to those who need it most.

These people found ways to work in socially responsible ways and sometime change
the competing cultures around them. Deeper investigation always reveals that things 
do not ‘just happen’, but that there are specific people or groups of people with a
strong commitment to being social entrepreneurs, and to encouraging social inclusion. 
One way forward is to foster training in concepts of effective socially responsible 
behaviour. Such a course would include case studies that examine how and why past
social entrepreneurs have been effective in finding room to manoeuvre to bring about 
change.39 Such training would be different from manuals of ‘best practice’ that often
do not address issues of how to find effective room to manoeuvre, or how to cope 
with the normal challenging situations in which people find themselves. They would 
also be different from ‘leadership’ courses, where the concern is with leadership per

38 For a cultural explanation for why improvements in project planning manuals do not necessarily
get used see Biggs and Smith 2003.

39 Some of these issues are covered in Tendler 1997, Clay and Schaffer 1984, Uphoff, Esman and
Krishna 1998 and Biggs and Smith 1997.
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se, rather with entrepreneurial socially responsible behaviour in complex cultural
settings.
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4. CONCLUSIONS

From the overall study, we now conclude that there are three significant factors
leading to a greater chance for poverty reduction and sustained access of poor and 
disadvantaged people to mountain natural resources in the long term. They are:

1.  Return of democracy: In one way or another, policy processes and 
development practice are more open to various types of ‘participation’ than 
ever before. For example, competing narratives are known about and 
discussed, alternative cultures and behaviours by aid actors are more revealed 
than ever before.

2.  Increased availability and access to information: This has been helped 
by moves by government, donors and NGOs to become more open and 
transparent in their work, and by technological changes in the information
industry.

3. Increased activity of social entrepreneurs: Social entrepreneurs in the 
public, private and NGO sectors, including the civil society, are doing more to 
spread socially responsible institutional and technological innovations in 
Nepal.

Whether such things are happening elsewhere in the Hindu Kush-Himalayas will 
require contemporary studies such as this one on access to natural resources, in each
country. It would be foolish to generalize without similar studies.

We have argued that it is the practice of projects and programmes that give rise to 
policy practices and, in particular, that have some of the most profound effects on 
access by the poor and disadvantaged to mountain natural resources. In our review, 
we have found a persistence of pipeline thinking at all levels of planning in Nepal – in
government, NGOs and the donor sectors. This linear pipeline approach is 
summarised in Model ‘A’ of Figure 1. The reality in so many cases, however, is that
development practice is non-linear, not easily controlled, hence ‘messy’. Model B in 
Figure 1 represents this situation.

While there is a huge literature that advocates ‘process’ projects and programmes, and 
process approaches to policy analysis, we have found a persistence of pipeline 
thinking at all levels. The implications of this are that past programmes and projects
have not been managed as well as they might have been, if all partners had agreed to a
design reflecting the realities of Model B in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1.  Pipeline vs. Actor Innovation Systems (‘Hard’ Linear vs. ‘Soft’ Messy
Systems Compared)40

MODEL A MODEL B

A ‘HARD’ SCIENCE SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE

The quest for precise linear planning,
predictability & control 

A ‘SOFT’ SCIENCE SYSTEMS PERSPECTIVE

The reality of messy, fluctuating
unpredictability & flexibility

¶ Traditional ‘pipeline’ model ¶ New ‘actor-innovation systems’ model

¶ Central ‘control’ model of policy making
and implementation

¶ Local ‘democratic’ model of policy making
and action
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5. CASE STUDY 1 - Community Forestry: Participatory Forest
Management in Action

This case study describes the creation of community forestry (CF) as a key 
programme in the forestry sector of Nepal, one that involves the participation of local
people through the innovative mechanism of the community forestry user group 
(CFUG). The case study details the history of CF, and the reality of its 
implementation over time. It also describes the roles of various CF actors in recent 
times, and issues concerning the notion of ‘community’ and the roles of various CF
stakeholders. This case study is important given the role that CF plays in Nepal, both 
historically and currently, as a prototypical group-oriented development programme.
What is learned from CF has had major impacts on leasehold forestry, forest user
group federation, and entrepreneurial forestry which are the subjects of the three 
following case studies. 

5.1 Introduction

Nepal’s well known community forestry programme derives out of an innovative
policy that allows rural communities to access forest resources according to 
indigenous practices, and to manage them in ways reflecting traditional sustainable 
livelihood strategies. The evolution of this policy and the expansion of community
forestry institutions over the past three decades, is rooted in Nepal’s unique historical,
cultural, economic, political and institutional contexts.

Because forestry has provided Nepal with one of the first and most visible and
strategic contexts for government involvement and donor assistance in development,
and because it boasts the widest available literature, the community forestry (CF) 
programme conveniently serves as a prototypical model against which the other 
natural resource case studies can be compared and analysed. The CF development
phenomenon has occurred at the macro level, with innovative CF policy and 
legislation, at the micro level, with the development of local community forest user 
groups (CFUGs), and at the meso level, with the growing influence of civil society 
through the establishment of user group federations and NGOS. Overall, the 
development of CF in Nepal is closely tied to the nation’s goals to decentralize 
government structures and functions to the local level, to devolve power and authority 
to manage and utilize forest resources at the local level, and to address the needs of 
rural communities through enhanced access to resources. In this case study, we look 
at some of the issues raised in addressing these goals, especially as they relate to 
access to mountain natural resources, and the policy processes involved in achieving
them.

We consider the community forestry programme to be a prototype for yet another 
reason: CF provides a useful background against which to examine access and
management goals within other natural resource sectors. That is, actors in other 
sectors (e.g., agriculture, rangeland, irrigation and/or drinking water management)
have been influenced by the CF experience (and visa versa), including the rise of user 
group federations. The growth of civil society and establishment of user federations is 
an extension of the CF phenomenon, and to understand the processes of change in 
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Nepal, CF and user federations should be considered together.41 (See Case Study 3: 
CFUG Federation: institutional innovation in practice.)

5.2 Community forestry user groups defined 

Community Forestry User Groups (CFUGs) are legally mandated in Nepal as state-
sponsored community-based resource management organizations, specifically 
authorized to manage local forests. They were developed and placed in the legislation 
during the 1980s and early 1990s, as part of a CF programme promoted by 
government and donor agencies. The idea of decentralized local level resource
management was first described in the Decentralization Act of 1982. User groups 
specific to community forestry were strongly endorsed and recommended at the First
National Community Forestry Workshop of 1987, then formally recognized and 
defined in the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector, Nepal, 1989. Thereafter, they came
to form a dominant element in the Forest Act of 1993 and the Forest Regulations of 
1995. Today there are well nearly 13,000 registered CFUGs nationwide, with more
several thousand groups awaiting certification. This figure is dramatically up from a
only few hundred barely a decade early. Their rise in popularity can be partly 
attributed to the advent of a more open form of governance fostering active citizen 
involvement in the political processes of Nepal following the Popular Movement to 
Restore Democracy in 1990. 

A CFUG is a community-based group of individuals (representing households) that 
forms to manage local forest resources. The group includes a General Assembly of all 
members, and an Executive Committee that, by law, must include 33% female
members. The group writes a Constitution and prepares an Operational Plan based, in 
part, on a Forest Resource Inventory. The operational plans are most often prepared 
with the assistance of a ranger from the District Forest Office (DFO). The operations
of many CFUGs are based upon pre-existing local practices in forest management and 
group membership most often reflects the unique constellation of social and economic
groupings of the community. There is currently some challenge to CFUGs modelled 
on indigenous practice, recognizing the often powerfully elite domination that those 
earlier forms of forest management took. Forest management is governed by an 
Executive Committee, often dominated by the rural elite; i.e., by wealthier, high caste
males.42 Thus, unlike leasehold forestry that is exclusively focussed on the poor 
(described in Case Study 2: the case of leasehold forestry), the CF programme is not 
specifically targeted to any local group other than the community of users at large, 
wherein all members of a ‘community’ are theoretically eligible to join regardless of
social status or economic standing. 

When a CFUG’s constitution and operational plan are acceptable and certified by the
DFO, the local forest is formally handed over to the group to manage and utilize. 
Each CFUG is amendable and renewable on a five year basis. All benefits of the 

41 Note that while the contemporary literature is most heavily weighted towards studies of CF user 
group development in Nepal as a modern phenomenon, the user group approach as a form of civic 
action has deep historic roots in collective action at the community level. The oldest documented
resource user groups are, however, not in forestry but in the irrigation sector (B.K. Shrestha 1999,
Martin and Yoder 1983).

42 Malla 2002, Paudel 1999.
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forest are theoretically shared by the group, although there is considerable evidence
that in some instances (many, according to several recent studies) the local elites tend
to realize far more benefits than the poor and powerless. The group has the right to 
manage the resources, but ownership of the forest land remains vested with the
government.

Another issue has arisen concerning the benefits that local CF users can access and 
utilise. An early assumption in the CF programme was that CF was primarily
designed to provide local users with forest resources for ‘subsistence’. This implies
that they have access primarily to fodder, fuelwood and alternative forest resources
(‘AFRs’, also called non-timber forest products or ‘NTFPs’), with only limited
benefits deriving from timber.43 This issue is especially cogent in the Terai and Churia 
Hills of Nepal, where high timber has high revenue and rent-seeking values (as
discussed in the introduction to this study).

In a mid-1990s survey, the size of CFUGs ranged from 10 to 850, with a mean of
about 95. The forest area handed over also varies, from less than one hectare to 750 
ha, with a mean of 50 ha.44 The amount of forestland originally identified as available
for CF management was in excess of 3,500,000 ha (or 61% of the total forests of 
Nepal). By 2003 only 15% of the available forestlands, and over 28% of all lands 
allocated to be handed over to communities, were under CF management.45

By recent count there nearly 13,000 CFUGs registered and operating in Nepal today, 
with many more awaiting certification.46 Formation tends to proceed at the rate of
about 1,000 CFUGs per year. A CFUG is generally heterogeneous with respect to 
caste and ethnicity, with a range of economic and socio-cultural backgrounds. All 
CFUGs have both men and women members. Less than 4% of all CFUGs are all-
women’s groups, and in only a few cases do the executive committees include
representatives from the most disadvantaged caste groups (the Dalits). 

5.3 The history of community forestry in Nepal 

Introduction

The history of forest management and development in Nepal can be conveniently 
divided into three phases, each of which reflects a different approach to the question
of access to natural resources. The first phase was one of privatization, a feudal period 
lasting for approximately two centuries prior to 1951. The second was focussed on 
resource nationalization, from 1951 to the mid-1970s. The third phase heralded the
emergence of populist (participatory) forestry, from the mid-1970s to the present.47

continued-

43 See the main report: §2.1 Competing Narratives: Alternative Forest Resources for a definition and
discussion of the important distinctions between AFRs and NTFPs (non-timber forest products).

44 Malla 2002, after Roche 1996.
45 Springate-Baginski et al 2003:13, after DOF 2003. Note that some observers note that the statistics

in the forestry sector are inaccurate for many districts, hence unreliable, and need to be revised
downward by re-surveying. For a succinct recent discussion of the current situation regarding the
CF programme in Nepal see Springate-Baginski ibid.

46 DOF 2003 indicates a total of 12,291 as counted early that year.
47 These three phases are described in Hobley and Malla 1996 who provide additional descriptions of 

each period and implications regarding access to forest resources by government, elites and
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Beginning in the nationalization phase, the degrading condition of Nepal’s forests
came to the attention of global environmentalists and international development
authorities. Since then, attention has also become focused on interlinked concerns for
participation and poverty reduction in development and, most recently, on sustainable 
livelihoods, control of emerging markets for timber and alternative forest resources
(AFRs), as well as on access to resources by the poor, the disadvantaged (including
women) and minority groups. The environmental and the socio-economic issues, 
raised during the 1970s, spurred a great influx of donor assistance to Nepal’s natural 
resource sector, especially in forestry but also in other sectors, including irrigation 
management, range management and hydropower development. Recently, during the
early 2000s, certain so-called ‘second generation’ issues have come to prominence in
the policy discourse and development practices of Nepal; namely, empowerment,
gender equity, social inclusion, livelihoods and poverty alleviation, all of which relate 
closely to the issue of access with which this paper is most concerned.48 Access, as we 
have defined in the introduction, implies both access to natural resources and to the
policy processes that relate to it.

Phase 1. Forest as a tool of state control and private gain 

Until the middle of the twentieth century, small, land-locked Nepal was ruled by 
powerful feudal elites (the Shah and later the Rana families) who had absolute control 
over the country, its resources and its people’s lives and livelihoods. During the 
century-long Rana period, until 1951, that family of hereditary prime ministers
maintained absolute control over the forests, exploiting them for revenue to support 
their regime, much as members of the early Shah Dynasty had done before them. 
During those times, forest resources throughout Nepal were controlled by local 
landlords, clients to the ruling elite, all of whom extracted compulsory and unpaid 
labour obligations from the peasantry. To raise revenue, the elites sold timber; they 
also cleared and converted many forestlands into productive agricultural land. The 
ruling class rewarded their soldiers (and even enemy traitors who came to their side)
with land grants. During Rana times, for example, the practice of rewarding loyal
clients with birta, private land grants, often forested lands, was a means of extending 
patronage and ensuring political and economic control in the rural countryside. By the 
end of the Rana regime in 1951, it is reported that at least one-third of the forests of 
Nepal were under birta tenure, and three-quarters of this land belonged to members of 
the Rana family.49

Britt summarizes the conditions of strictly controlled access to resources, compulsory
obligations to the elites and restricted development among the poor during the century 
of Rana hegemony until 1951: 

Rana rule was based on an ideology of political isolation and policies
of resource extraction that exacerbated conditions of 
underdevelopment. Under the Ranas the total area covered by land 
grants increased dramatically. .50

commoners. For other, similar, discussions of the history of community forestry in Nepal, see 
Bajracharya 1983, Malla 2001 and Britt 2002.

48 The ‘second generation issues’ are described in Winrock 2002 and JTRC 2000.
49 Hobley and Malla 1996, after Regmi 1978.
50 For further description of the inequities of the times, see Regmi 1978.
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Strategic designations of land-grants and labor obligations have had 
deleterious and long-term impacts on productive relations in Nepal. 
Agricultural production and labor power were absorbed by the 
government and landowning elites. This meant that very little surplus 
could be generated for individual material or economic gain and traded 
in the Nepali economy. Though difficult to assess in quantitative 
terms… it is clear that the state as well as landlord and service
grantees profited greatly, while peasants were in no way adequately 
compensated.51

Looking ahead towards changes in the third phase of forestry development, below, 
Britt concludes that ‘Given this history of one-way tributary flows of goods and 
services from the periphery to the center, the devolution of state control over forests 
to local forest user-groups is a significant departure from past patterns of extraction
and state-society relations’.52

Forest tenure in Nepal is of three kinds: (a) private, (b) government or state and (c) 
communal or common property.53 Under the early phase of forest management, the 
local people generally had free access to non-commercial AFRs for their primary
needs – fodder, fuelwood, pasture, and a few other resources (e.g., herbs, fruits, nuts, 
medicinals, etc.) harvested in traditional ways for subsistence needs. At the same
time, timber extraction was strictly regulated, for timber was (and still is) the great
generator of revenues. This dichotomy between government elites controlling forests 
for their high value timber and allowing commoner access to forests only for
harvesting the subsistence value AFRs is still present in the thinking of some who 
control Nepal’s forest management system today.

Phase 2. The nationalization of forests and centralization of forest management

Following the collapse of the Ranas regime and the restoration of the Shah monarchy
in 1951, and during the following decade under Nepal’s first experiment with 
Democracy, attempts were made by the state to remove vast tracts of forest (and other 
resources complexes, such as rangelands and irrigation systems) from private hands 
and mobilize their resources for national development. The Private Forest 
Nationalization of 1957 and the Birta Abolition Act of 1959 were passed, putting
private forests and rangelands back into the pubic sector in the anticipation of three 
outcomes: (a) more equitable access to and use of the resources, (b) sustainable 
management of the resources and (c) revenues earned off the harvest and sale of 
resources (from timber sales and grazing fees). A key element of nationalization was, 
therefore, to establish a strong basis to exploit and mainstream the nation’s vast forest 
reserves as a source of revenue for state and local use and, not least, rent-seeking by
corrupt officials.

How did private owners and other locals react to nationalization? The fledgling
Department of Forests was unprepared until recently to implement major policy 
decisions; this led to an unregulated situation of ‘open access’.54 There is ample

51 Britt 2002:102-103.
52 Britt ibid.
53 Subedi, Das and Messerschmidt 1993.
54 Soussan et al 1995.
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evidence of some local elites avenging the new laws by destroying forest resources
over which they had previously enjoyed exclusive, personal control. Even communal
forests felt the brunt of nationalization as some commoners laid waste to them for
essentially the same reasons. Many forested lands were cleared and converted to 
agriculture, a more secure form of tenure, and the timber was cut and sold illegally for
personal economic gain (illegal logging still prevails in some areas). Nationalization
removed the much of the incentive of private holders and communal forest users, 
alike, to guard and protect the resource, leading to uncontrolled open access and
unregulated abuse of many forest resources.55 Thus, where there had previously been 
clear incentives to preserve private and communal forests for local benefit as a logical 
action, the tendency was not to overexploit them from the standpoint of many
individuals and communities facing loss of local control to the state. One observer
characterized this as the ‘tragedy of the hills’, after the more well known concept of 
the ‘tragedy of the commons’.56 This is one among several competing perceptions of
the causes of forest degradation as well as of soil erosion and rangeland 
mismanagement.57

In 1961, with initiation of a nation-wide cadastral survey, the rate of forest destruction 
further increased as more forested lands were cleared for agricultural purposes, to 
assure the legal rights of private owners to the converted lands. The government
responded by enacting more stringent legislation in the Forest Act of 1961 and the 
Forest Protection Special Act of 1967, which mandated strict punitive measures
against forest and other resource ‘offenders’. It was now, in the midst of the 
nationalization phase, that outside opinions and influences on Nepal’s forestry
management began to be expressed.

International and national response to the ‘Himalayan crisis’

Nepal’s forests suffered considerable degradation from the 1950s onward as a result 
of factors described above, including rapid population growth that led to increased
pressures on the fragile resource base.58 The government’s inability to check the
declining state of the forests (and the increasing population), and the subsequent 
belief in an impending ‘Himalayan Crisis’ came prominently to worldwide
development, academic and general public attention through the publication of several 
alarmist accounts. One of the first accounts of massive degradation of the Nepal’s 
forests came in a report in the mid-1950s by a forestry expert from FAO: 

Deforestation is the rule, particularly in heavily populated areas where more 
cropland, grazing land, lumber and fuelwood are needed. Such deforestation 
frequently assumes disastrous proportions; the shortage of timber results in
the use of manure for fuel, so that the unmannered land becomes
impoverished, yields shrink, and erosion reduces the cultivable area. All this 
forms a vicious circle that it appears difficult to break without a radical 
chance in all such practices.59

55 See Rieger 1978/79.
56 Rieger ibid., after Hardin 1968.
57 See also Blaikie and Brookfield 1987. 
58 Since 1960 the population of Nepal has tripled, to approximately 24 million today.
59 Robbe 1954, quoted in Taylor 1993. George Taylor was a forestry officer working with USAID in

Nepal from 1984 to 1989, during the formative period of Nepal’s community forestry development
programme.
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Statements like this caught the attention of concerned observers, and ultimately led to 
the conceptualization of a loose construct called the ‘Theory of Himalayan
Environmental Degradation’, a scenario of ecological doom.60 According to this
perspective, the Himalayan farmer practicing uncontrolled access for cutting trees in 
the mountains was blamed, among other things, for the devastating floods frequently 
experienced downstream in India and Bangladesh. A 1978 World Bank review even 
predicted that under this scenario Nepal would become a barren, treeless wasteland by 
the year 2000 (it didn’t happen).61 Reactions such as these were part of Nepal’s first 
experience with the modern phenomenon of ‘globalization’ (though, of course, Nepal 
had been part of a global economy for centuries, given its many important trans-
Himalayan trade routes).

The degradation ‘theory’ was widely discussed and roundly criticized in the literature 
as weak and devoid of solid empirical evidence. It has been thoroughly debunked by 
in recent publications,62 though it is still brought up in poorly informed discourse. 
Despite the failings of the degradation ‘theory’, the eco-doom scenario of impending
disaster continued to be perpetuated, especially in a dramatic film, The Fragile 
Mountain,63 and through the prominent writings of the global environmentalist
Norman Myers.64 All of these accounts attracted attention of the international donor 
community, including multilateral aid agencies such as the World Bank, the Asian
Development Bank, the UNDP and FAO, and the bilateral aid agencies of Australia, 
Denmark, Germany, Great Britain, Japan, the U.S., and others. As a result, beginning
in the late 1970s and throughout the 1980s, many donor agencies developed field 
based projects to assist Nepal in promoting tree plantation and community forestry
programmes, primarily to address the cause-and-effect resource degradation paradigm
and avert imminent environmental disaster. By the end of the 1980s there were over 
50 experimental donor-funded projects underway in Nepal focussed on forestry, or 
which had forestry components.65 Most of them, however, were focused on tree 
planting; the forestry establishment was still ‘tree-centred’. Only in Phase 3 
(described below) did attention move on to forest management for local control and
access, i.e., to a more ‘people-centred’ forestry.66

Phase 3. Populism, participation and the beginnings of community forestry

Beginning in the early 1950s, but more prominently in the mid-1970s, a small number 
of farsighted Nepalese foresters and government officials were convinced that that the 
nation faced a nearly impossible task of protecting and sustainably utilizing the 
nation’s forests without the active involvement of its common citizenry.67 In fact, the

60 See Eckholm 1975 and 1976, Sterling 1976 and Rieger 1978/79. For a retrospective view, see
Arnold 1992.

61 World Bank 1978.
62 Ives and Messerli 1989 and Ives 2004; see also Guthman 1997 and Messerschmidt 1984, 1987 and

1995.
63 Nichols 1982.
64 Myers 1986.
65 George Taylor, personal communication 1989.
66 See Gilmour, King and Hobley 1989, also Taylor 1993.
67 It is unclear how much the Nepalese forestry establishment bought into the imminent disaster

scenario, but it served the useful purpose of rallying international support for national efforts to
enhance sustainable management of the nation’s forest and other resources under more equitable
and participatory means.
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concept of community forestry was first raised a forest policy paper in Nepal as early
as 1952/53.68 but there was no immediate follow through and patterns of access to 
resources did not change for almost two decades. Along the way, in 1975, a national
conference convened by the Department of Forest concluded that there was good 
grounds for involving local people in forest management.69 The following year, a 
Forestry Development Plan was drawn up acknowledging the deterioration of hill 
forests and advocating the involvement of local people directly in forest resource 
management. By 1978 forest policy directives and regulations were in place 
establishing the operational framework for the development of community forestry,70

undoubtedly influenced by international guidelines for using forestry as a locus for 
local community development.71 The new Panchayat Forest and Panchayat Protected
Forest Rules of 1978 were, at the time, considered highly progressive; they allowed 
local elected bodies (village assemblies called panchayats) to take partial control of
local forest resource management, although ownership of the forest lands was retained 
by the government. While this was a step forward towards decentralization, it fell far 
short of true devolution of power or authority over forest resources to the local level. 
This new type of forestry has been described as having ‘transferred “responsibility 
without authority”, [with] emphasis was on protecting new plantations and on 
“motivating” people from outside, rather than providing livelihood incentives for 
protection’.72 Several other observers have called this the ‘naive’ phase of forestry 
development in Nepal.73

The nature of the managerial rights depended upon the quality of the forest at the time
of hand-over. Forests of good quality became ‘Panchayat Protected Forests’, to which 
locals were given controlled access and from which they were entitled to keep 25
percent of the benefits. Degraded forest lands were registered as ‘Panchayat Forests’,
planted and managed as tree plantations established by communities, thus affording
local users with far more easy access from which the local share was 75 percent of 
production or profits.74 This programme was assisted early on by several donor-driven 
initiatives, including the Nepal-Australia Forestry Project begun in 197975 and the 
Community Forestry Development Project funded by the World Bank and 
implemented by the Nepal government with technical assistance from UNDP and
FAO begun in 1981.76 These experimental initiatives were later complemented by
bilateral projects funded by Switzerland, the UK and USAID.77 Under these projects 
(and a few others) the first community-based forest user groups were established, 
albeit under classical forestry prescriptions on a micro-scale in the form of community 
nurseries and tree plantations. Chir Pine (Pinus roxburghii) was especially favoured, a 
species that had high commercial timber value but fostered low biodiversity; hence, it 

68 See Gilmour and Fisher 1991: 11.
69 See Hobley 1996, Springate-Baginski et al 2003.
70 Manandhar 1980, 1982.
71 FAO 1978.
72 Springate-Baginski 2003:11.
73 Gilmour and Fisher 1998, Britt 2002.
74 Two other categories of forest were also established at the time: Religious Forests and Contract

Forests, neither of which played much part in the subsequent development of Community Forestry.
Later, in the forestry Master Plan of 1989, and in the forestry legislation of the early 1990s, the
concept of Leasehold Forests, in conjunction with Community Forestry, was also added to the list. 

75 Griffin 1988.
76 Arnold and Campbell 1986.
77 On USAID, see Campbell 1978.
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afforded little access to what was considered most important to village people at the 
time, i.e., fodder and fuelwood, in that order,78 and other resources for subsistence.

At the time, a DFO named T.B.S. Mahat, who worked in the Nepal-Australia Forestry
Project area of Sindhupalchok District, and a few other unnamed field foresters of his 
time, are credited with setting up the first empirical examples of community forestry
under government direction in Nepal.79 Their efforts promoted people’s participation 
in the protection of plantation sites, providing one of the first examples of the 
government (and projects) sharing the management of access to forest resources with
the local people.80 It has been noted, however, that ‘this early initiative was
constrained by protectionist directives given by Forest Department officials and 
donors, with parameters of what should be managed (how and why), and access and 
control (who) highly circumscribed’.81

While these activities constituted important first steps towards devolving forest
resource management responsibilities from government to local communities, they 
were founded, in part, on the notion of collective management on the part of ‘a 
community’ (often naively conceived of as a benign homogeneous entity).82 As a 
result, the hoped-for increased access and livelihood benefits by the majority poor 
local forest users was only achieved with great difficulty, and often not at all. As the
community forestry programme evolved during the early 1980s, regulations were put 
in place that required preparation of a detailed community forest management plan 
(the Operational Plan) to be prepared and approved by the Department of Forest 
(often with donor assistance). This was an exceedingly difficult enterprise given a dire 
shortage of trained foresters and the incapacity of local villagers in technical forestry. 
Virtually no attention was paid to implementing legislative provisions for leasing
forest lands to provide special access to the very poor (an initiative that was only 
realized beginning in the 1990s).

At the same time as community forestry was being promoted, so was private forestry. 
During this time, beginning in the early 1980s, targets for private planting were 
consistently surpassed in the villages, even after the goals were adjusted substantially
upwards.83 This tells us a great deal about the real needs and incentives of the local
people for access to their most important forest resources.84 Very quickly, however, 
control over forest benefits of all kinds became vested in local political leaders, the
elected officials of the Panchayat system, whose greed and corruption (in forestry and
all other potentially profitable spheres of local development) is well documented and
ultimately led to their downfall and the collapse of the Panchayat system of

78 Wyatt-Smith 1982.
79 Malla 1992:38, Britt 2002:130; see also Mahat 1985 and Mahat et al 1986-87.
80 Prior to this, of course, there were many models of indigenous (non-government involved) forest

management following traditional styles of collective action that provided useful models on which
the national community forestry approach ultimately proceeded; see Fox 1983, Messerschmidt
1986 and 1987, Fisher 1989 and 1992.

81 Britt 2002:130.
82 For discussions of the ‘myth of community’ as conceived and operated upon in many development

projects, see Guijt and Shah 1999.
83 Campbell and Bhattarai 1983, in Taylor 1993.
84 A later report by Carter and Gilmour 1989 tells a great deal more of the story about access to forest

resources through private planting.
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government in 1990.85

Meanwhile, development of a CF programme was slow. During the 1980s, three 
assessments were implemented that critically examined progress in community 
forestry to date. One was a series of ‘special studies’ conducted by all-Nepalese teams
to examine results so far in meeting the goals of (a) the Panchayat Forests and 
Panchayat Protected Forests, private nurseries and leased forests arrangements, (b) 
livestock control and grazing management, (c) the overall management and utilization 
of forests, and (d) progress in integrating forestry development within district 
development plans under the government’s new decentralization policy (described
below). ‘The studies provided a sobering assessment of the community forestry 
programmes and proposed a lengthy list of remedial actions… [They] were 
remarkable for the candour with which they identified and discussed problems and for
their spirit of self-criticism.’ They signalled the willingness by the government and of 
the foresters actively involved in implementing the programme, ‘to take a hard look at 
community forestry and to make mid-course corrections. In retrospect, the [special 
study] reports constitute an important turning point. They opened up debate and set 
the stage for major changes in the orientation of community forestry programmes,
changes which were later to become formalized in the Master Plan for the Forestry
Sector’.86

The second assessment flowed from important new information on the extent and 
status of Nepal’s forests, as it became available from the Canadian-funded Land 
Resources Mapping Project.87 Among the new information available was clear 
evidence that government programmes ‘were not on a scale sufficient to tackle the 
problem, a conviction that the government must put a single-minded priority on 
improving land management (rather than simply planting trees, for example), and a 
belief that this could only happen if local people were allowed to manage land 
(including forest land) for their own benefit’.88

The third assessment of CF came out of serious questions being asked on what
appeared, on the surface, to be a highly successful donor-funded initiative, the Nepal-
Australia Forestry Project (NAFP). The prognosis, based on the work of social 
scientists delving into the social dynamics of the CF programme, was that ‘all was not 
going nearly as well as had been thought’.89 The researchers pointed out, for example,
that women and lower castes, in particular, were being excluded.90 ‘As these findings 

85 There is a large literature on the demise of Nepal’s corrupt Panchayat system and the restoration of 
democracy; for a succinct overview see Hoftun, Raeper and Whelpton 1999.

86 Taylor 1993, citing HMGN 1986.
87 HMGN/WECS 1986.
88 Taylor 1993, after Nield 1985, 1986. For related studies at the time, on the broad questions being

raised land degradation and resource development in the Himalayas, see Blaikie, Cameron and
Seddon 1980, Carson 1985, Thompson, Warburton and Hatley 1989, Ives and Messerli 1989, and
Blaikie 1985 and 1992. While some of these studies dealt in considerable detail with environment
conditions pertaining to land, soil erosion and forestry, each of them provides valuable
perspectives on the social and political factors associated with people’s access, management and 
use of natural resources.

89 Taylor 1993.
90 As Mary Hobley noted about this time, one women told her: ‘We are only invited to [forest user

group] meetings when foreigners will be present, otherwise we are completely excluded’; Hobley
1987: 9, quoted in Taylor 1993.
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emerged, the NAFP entered a period of soul-searching centred around the question: 
What is real, effective community forestry?’,91 upon which additional analyses were 
pursued and corrective actions taken on such issues as the social dimensions of
community forestry; the roles and access of the disadvantaged, especially of women;
indigenous forest management systems; and private planting.92

At that point, attention was riveted on a set of specific technical, social and
institutional issues, including: the nature of forest management plans (too 
complicated), institutional constraints (e.g., lack of commitment to the CF approach 
by foresters trained in the technical aspects), species selection and use (focussing on
the villagers needs), indigenous systems of forest management (how they could guide 
CF management by the people), optimum size of forest management units (the best fit 
given local capacity), subsidies for seedling production (whether they should be
applied to assist poor villagers), gender dimensions (how to correct the typical 
exclusion of women), national parks and protected areas management (and how they 
fit into the CF scenario, especially where community forests intersected national
priorities), and forest revenue sharing (how much, if any should be taken by the state, 
and how much the user groups should retain).93

By the end of the 1980s, only a few hundred CFUGS were officially registered and 
operative. While the CF programme provided a important experimental opportunity to 
work out new institutional arrangements for resource management and while the 
general model of CF was being watched carefully and was beginning to be mimicked
in other natural resource sectors, it was becoming clear that there were seriously
complex and overlapping problems with the CF model per se. As Taylor puts it, ‘there 
was much questioning from many quarters’ and a synergism developed that ‘opened
the door for proposed changes of a more rapid and radical nature than would have 
been possible [otherwise]’.94

In retrospect, however, it seems that early models of local participation were not yet
very convincing means to cope with ongoing forest degradation nor with devolving 
control and management responsibilities to the local custodians and users of the 
forests, the ‘common people’. For example, one issue that was consistently raised was
that control over many CFs was being usurped by powerful local elites. Another issue 
was that in light of the problems and inequities involved, many villagers continued
following older open access strategies, taking what they needed from communal and 
government forests, alike, most often by uncontrolled means. All along, donors and 
progressive foresters continued to raise questions about social inclusion and
empowerment of women, and more and better access of the poor to forest resources,
although attention to them in the CF discourse as key areas of major concern emerged
more prominently only from the mid-1990s onwards.

Master Plan for the Forestry Sector, 1989 

Donors’ response to the crisis continued, both in terms of the degradation ‘theory’ and 

91 Taylor 1993.
92 The results of these studies are discussed in Gilmour and Fisher 1991.
93 After Taylor 1993. The latter issue of revenues has remerged recently as a critical and contentious

issue within the larger forest resource management context.
94 Taylor 1993.
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out of a growing concern for improving collective forest resource management as part 
of a strategy to enhance local participation and alleviate poverty. It was during the 
1980s that the concern for poverty alleviation, under the rubric of the ‘basic needs’ 
approach to development, was popular.95 As one part of the new strategy, a 
consortium of donors including the Finnish government and the Asian Development
Bank provided technical and financial inputs to develop a comprehensive 20-year 
Master Plan for the Forestry Sector (MPFS). The MPFS was completed in 1988-89, 
the first of its kind in Nepal. The plan development process involved both national 
and international consultants and officials who conducted critical assessments of the
forestry situation, and examined the socio-political factors underlying deforestation 
and poverty/basic needs, alike. For example, the researchers projected huge deficits in 
forest product supply against a rapidly escalating demand under the existing scenario. 
In the final plan, they put forward four key development imperatives to enhance forest 
resource management in Nepal: (a) fulfilment of basic needs of the people, (b) 
sustainable use of forest resources, (c) devolution of power and participatory access of
local people to share decision making and benefits, and (d) mobilization of the
forestry sector for socio-economic development.

The previous objectives of nationalization, establishing centralized control and using 
forests as a major source of state revenue, no longer stood. Now, a more populist, 
participatory system was put forward, with the bulk of the benefits to remain within
the local communities. The forestry Master Plan did not arise out of a vacuum, but 
was strongly influenced by several other important events of the 1980s. One was 
passage of the landmark Decentralization Act of 1982 and the Decentralization Rules 
of 1984, through which the concept of community-based resource user groups was
established. Another was a series of recommendations coming out of Nepal’s first 
National Community Forestry Workshop in 1987, which included formal acceptance 
of the resource user group concept. This concept was fully integrated into the Master
Plan, which was strongly oriented overall towards further development of the 
community forestry model of local resource management. Clearly, the previous notion 
of the hapless, ignorant and resource-poor farmer as the major cause of forest 
degradation was now abandoned, replaced by a model where the farmer and his
neighbours, as community members acting collectively, became the model for 
sustainable local forest management.

Several principle parts of the plan were quite progressive in the quest to increase
access of common people to forest resources. The new plan established a system for 
planning and phased hand-over of accessible forests to local communities; entrusting
the community of users with the task of protecting and managing them and reaping 
the benefits from forest incomes; promoting an extension approach to gain the 
confidence of villagers, especially women (i.e., those who regularly access the forests
and are involved in daily resource management decisions); and, retraining
government staff away from their police-like approach under the previous central
control of forest access, to becoming advisers, extensionists and facilitators of public
access through a participatory mode of resource management.96 The spirit of this

95 Guthman 1997.
96 These important events in the evolution of forestry sector policy and the practice of community

forestry in Nepal are well described in Hobley and Malla 1986:79-82, Gronow and Shrestha 1990
and Shrestha and Gronow 1992.
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change toward hoped-for new self identity and role changes among forest field staff 
was summed up at the time in a simple dichotomy between ‘haakim-forester’
behaviour97 of those who worked to police and restrict access of the people to 
essential forest resources and benefits, compared with the new style ‘consultant-
foresters’ who work to facilitate better access, local control and empowerment.98

The last forest minister under the Panchayat system finalized the Master Plan for the
Forestry Sector in 1989, and following the demise of the Panchayat system of 
governance and the restoration of Democracy in 1990 the plan was taken up by the 
newly elected government. In 1990, during the brief transition period between the old 
and the new systems of governance, several decisions were taken to accelerate the 
evolution of community forestry, based on feedback from over a decade of donor-
assisted experimentation with community-based forest management. Local 
institutional arrangements established for Panchayat forests were reformulated to 
provide more opportunity for local people to craft institutions of their choice, and to 
exercise their rights in locally controlled forest access and management. For example,
the resource user group concept was formally adopted and user groups were allowed 
to expand their management domains beyond the (previous) Panchayat political
boundaries, where appropriate. CFUGs were also allowed to select a chairperson 
other than the elected village government leader who, in the past, had automatically
served (often in highly self-serving ways) as ex-officio chairperson of forest user
groups (MFSC 1991). 

Experimentation and Sharing

The 12-year period between 1978 and 1990 in Nepal was a time of experimentation in 
the field and of analysis in the formulation of progressive new policies. Lessons from 
the field were shared at the national level through frequent formal and informal inter-
project and people-project-government-donor interactions. A leasehold forestry 
experiment was begun in the early 1990s, in tandem with community forestry, 
designed to more directly address issues of poverty alleviation and access to the poor
and disadvantaged to forest resources. (See Case Study 2: The case of leasehold
forestry, below.) Another notable event was the establishment of a series of national
community forestry workshops beginning in 1988, open to the participation of actors
from the community to the central level. At the second national workshop in 1993, 
representatives of local forest users were encouraged to present their perspectives. In 
addition, initiation of the leasehold forestry programme at this time was also 
influential in revising forest legislation under the new Forest Act of 1993 and the
Forest Regulations of 1995, two of the most important milestones in the history of 
community forestry in Nepal.

Some key provisions of the legislation and rules regarding community forestry
include establishment and registration of CFUGs and creation of an operational plan, 
process of the hand-over of local forests to qualified CFUGs, punishment of offences 
against the operational plan, the collection and selling of forest resources from 
community forests, and government support through extension programmes on CFUG
operations. It is also interesting to note that the Act gave the CF programme 

97 A haakim is someone with overall authority, or ‘boss’.
98 Messerschmidt 1995:18.
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precedence over the new leasehold forestry (LHF) programme.

5.4 The reality at implementation 

Up to this point in the history of CF development, the donors as key actors in the 
development of Nepal’s modern approach to forest policy and local management have 
had considerable input and influence. They were highly involved in over a decade of
experimentation with community-managed forestry at the micro (field) level, for
example, and in framing the Forest Act and Regulations of the early 1990s at the 
macro (central) level. And soon, a few of them would also become involved at the
meso (civil society) level, encouraging and supporting new initiatives leading towards
the federation of CFUGs nationwide and the provision of legal and technical services
at the local level. (Development of the civil society around the forestry sector is 
described in Case Study 3: CFUG Federation: institutional innovation in practice.)

It was naively assumed, however, that implementation of the community forestry
programme in the rural communities and districts would proceed smoothly to assure
equity, inclusion and access by women, minorities, the very poor, and other
disadvantaged groups. In principle, every household in the community is entitled to 
become a member of a CFUG, and to share the benefits of locally managed access to 
forest resources. Recent analyses, however, present a mixed and conflicting view of 
the results. For example, one Nepalese forestry expert has recently concluded that 
‘Overall, the community forestry intervention has had limited positive impact on the 
livelihood of rural households. The evidence suggests that some households, 
especially the poorer ones, have been affected negatively’.99 But, while this is a
prevailing opinion among many observers close to the CF scene, it is by no means the 
only perspective. Other observers have concluded that CFUGs have become
established local institutions and that while members of the village elites are usually 
responsible for decision-making in most CFUGs, ‘only about 20% of them [show]
evidence of this leading to manipulation of decisions in favour of elite interests. Thus, 
while one should not be politically naive about the nature of village society, neither
should one ignore widespread evidence of social cooperation across wealth 
groups’.100 There are, in fact, many remarkable CF success stories and it appears that,
generally speaking, local people are satisfied with the formation of CFUGs and that
there is widespread local agreement on the basic principles of CF. The author of one 
recent and extensive case study describes many positive developments under CF,
particularly in relation to increasing gender sensitivity and female involvement in 
local forest management, in reducing ‘elite capture’ of group operations and benefits, 
and in sincere moves to take the concerns of the poor and disadvantaged into account
in operational plans in ways designed to assure them easier access.101

In the meantime, once the new Forest Regulation of 1995 were in place and operating,
key donor agencies began focussing more attention and assistance at the macro level, 
with the government agencies that were charged with overseeing the CF programme.
They promoted capacity building among bureaucratic staff in both the Ministry of
Forest and Soil Conservation and in the Department of Forests. This change on the 

99 Malla 2000: 44.
100 Springate-Baginski et al 2003:17.
101 Upreti 2002; see also Paudel 1997, 1999, Sinha et al 1996, Tembe 1998 and Dev et al 2003.
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part of donor interest continued, as part of a move towards more of a ‘programme’
approach to development, away from the previous ‘project’ paradigm.

But, just as it was naive to assume CF would proceed according to the ideal, it was 
also naive to assume that various ‘reorientation’ trainings of forest officers and 
capacity building among the central bureaucratic staff would automatically instil
progressive new attitudes, assumptions, behaviours and policy actions in support of a
participatory and populist local forest management agenda.102 Instead, some of the 
most serious challenges to central level control began to emerge almost immediately,
and are continuing. A senior South Asian forester familiar with the Nepal scene has
explained the problem as follows. He writes that forest departments (in general) ‘still
stand for forest policing. Where the decentralization and devolution processes are 
implemented, the forest department structures frequently remain unaltered. It is 
mistakenly assumed that staff training without any change of the main structural
edifice of the department is sufficient to deal with decentralized and participatory
forest activities.’ Furthermore, he says ‘foresters are very apprehensive and fearful of 
losing their power’ and only a few of them ‘have faith in the capacities of people to
manage forests sustainably. After all, the myth that the poor local people are 
responsible for deforestation has been indoctrinated into their minds for decades’.103

5.5 Community forestry actor and roles104

The donors 

By examining the extent and quality of documentation coming out of donor-assisted 
projects during the 1980s and early 1990s, it is evident that the expatriate community 
at that time was highly motivated in both practical and intellectual ways to seek and
try new approaches and solutions to questions of decentralization and devolution of
forest management to local people and to enhance empowerment, voice and access of
local people to forest resources of all kinds.105 This is not an insignificant finding, but 
despite the important contributions of donors in the start-up and promotion of CF in 
Nepal, their involvement appears to have had limited positive impact on policy
processes after 1995. They still have a strong presence in various field projects, 
attempting to deliver forest management services to communities, to facilitate policy
development and enhance livelihood options, but apparently not with the same

102 This conclusion is not restricted to the forestry sector, but has been drawn in many other areas of
natural resource development and agriculture (Horton et al 2000). Thus, one may question if donor
and government development agents and other actors in the development scene have learned any
lessons from the past and changed behaviours as a result.

103 Banerjee 2000. For a case from India, where a hierarchical structure has changed, where senior
management led the change in institutional culture and ‘participatory’ trainings were effective in
altering actor behaviours (see Jeffery, Sundar and Khanna 1998).

104 In this section of the case study, we examine four sets of actors: donors, civil society, local
government bodies, and international NGOs. It is beyond the scope of the study to look at the
relationships between Nepalese actors concerned with policy processes and development practices,
and international forestry institutes. It is significant to note, however, that donors and sponsors of
their institutes are increasingly asking to be shown evidence that their research and other activities
are having an effect on poverty reduction, social inclusion and access to natural resources.

105 There is a voluminous literature on these attempts in community forestry from the 1980s and early
1990; e.g., see Hobley 1986, Griffin 1988, Gilmour, King and Hobley 1989, and Gilmour and
Fisher 1991.
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intensity as before. The typical old project structure, whereby large expatriate 
technical assistance teams function under direct donor control, has been a consistent 
style of donor support in Nepal for many years, and continues to a large extent today 
although, more and more, a programme approach to forestry development is being 
implemented. The old paradigm permitted only limited opportunity for both
government and non-governmental civil society organizations to seek new solutions 
to old problems and develop their own institutional capacities with which to address
them.

Since the mid-1990s, donor assistance has directed a significant portion of their
programme funding and technical assistance to reform of the forestry sector at the 
macro level, including the strengthening the institutional and human capacity. To be 
sure, some of this occurred earlier, but after 1995 and especially beginning in the
2000s it has accelerated. Many donors working with government organizations tend to
presume that government is the single best agency for service delivery, now that CF is
on line. With a few notable exceptions (both in forestry and in irrigation
management)106 this strategy has often served to reinforce existing patron-client
dependency relationships between local citizens and government. This, in turn, has 
served to make governmental decision-making systems and policy processes 
relatively inaccessible to local people, especially the poor.107 As a result, some
observers feel that neither the old project modalities nor the new programmatic focus
have succeeded in promoting people’s institutions as true partners in development; 
i.e., in ways that will yield more significant impacts for progressive people-centred
change in government organizations. Some who are critical of donor forestry projects 
and programmes argue that the donors tend to patronize the Nepali civil service at the 
central level, instead of striving to promote self-entrepreneurship, civic polity, and 
policy inputs from below. These observers doubt that the enhanced institutional
capacity of the forest department has been effective in promoting and supporting the 
great potential of civil society. They feel, furthermore, that some recent donor-
induced policy initiatives (such as the Forest Inventory Guidelines of 2000) have 
actually worked against what should have been achieved – i.e., strengthening 
community institutions for forest management.108

To be sure, many civil society institutions have been positively impacted, and 
encouraged, and the growth of Nepal’s civil society largely with donor support has 
been remarkable.109 Some key organizations have flourished under donor assistance 
and guidance. What is missing is a fuller commitment by some government agencies 
and actors to accept civil society inputs to governance, especially their participation in 
policy dialogue, and of the role of local governing bodies, especially concerning their 
involvement in contemporary forest management. Some progress has been made in 
this regard, but more is desired. Thus, despite NGO and other civil society growth 
during the decade of the 1990s, local CFUGs and their allies and federations in the 
civil society have had to make forceful claims against government in order to preserve 

106 See Messerschmidt 2002a.
107 Malla 2001.
108 Dhital, Paudel and Ojha 2003.
109 Donor support to civil society institutions in Nepal, especially to local and national NGOs, is the

subject of considerable discussion and debate, and some controversy; see Chand 1999, Maskey
1998 and 2000, Panday 2001 and A.P. Shrestha et al 1998.
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a number of gains made earlier regarding citizen roles and their fundamental rights in 
resource management control and access.

Another criticism of donor assistance in forestry (and others sectors) is an apparent 
lack of monitoring and evaluation of their impacts over the years. This appears 
especially true as regards issues of equity, social inclusion, empowerment and access
to resources by the poor. This includes the impact of participatory training at the
higher levels of governance and resource management as an attempt to change 
attitudes and behaviours to become more favourable to CF and related people-centred 
programmes.110

Civil society

The decade of the 1990s, following the restoration of democracy, ushered in an era of 
relative pluralism and openness enabling the development of an active civil society,111

although there is still a certain lack of consensus by government over its legitimacy
and roles in development. The role of civil society is particularly contested in the
forestry sector, in which key state organizations (i.e., ministry and departments) have 
been the policy makers, owners, managers and facilitators of natural resource
management, all in one. The role of local non-governmental organizations (LNGOs) 
is also being questioned, especially regarding accountability, as most are directly 
dependent on donor support and funding. An organized and active civil society in 
Nepal has a history of barely more than one decade, though its roots are deeply
embedded in traditional systems of social responsibility and civic action.112 Despite 
the rapid proliferation of national and local NGOs, and federations, working in 
various development sectors since 1990, only a few (such as ForestAction and 
NORMS, FECOFUN and NEFUG)113 work exclusively in forestry and, in particular, 
CF. As the scope of community forestry has gradually expanded from an emphasis on 
plantations and conservation to sustainable local management, access and rural 
livelihoods, and as many user group priorities have shifted from concern with 
resource management to community development more broadly, the interests and
involvement of LNGOs in this sector have increased.

After 1995, following establishment of the Forestry Regulations, a number of
difficulties in implementing community forestry began to emerge. Many users and
their advocates felt that the new regulations were not being fully implemented and, in 

110 One of the authors of this study recently commented to a donor-funded project team leader that a 
recent review of his project’s initiatives regarding such issues as gender equity, communications,
transparency, poverty alleviation and access by the poor to natural resources. The team leader 
affirmed the project ‘hadn’t got it right, yet’. What is striking is that neither the consultant who 
authored the report nor the team leader suggested any new, creative or inspiring ways with which
to address the issues raised. It is as if development agents and agencies never learn (monitoring
and evaluation is generally poor) and have difficulty moving ahead to address glaring problems
(analysis and reconceptualization of the problems are lacking).

111 Yadama and Messerschmidt (2002 and n.d.) point out that during the Panchayat era (1961-1990)
civil society was not very active but that during the 1990s, since the restoration of democracy,
‘civic space’ in Nepal has opened up significantly, with development of civil society institutions
(especially local NGOs) in many sectors including the natural resources.

112 Yadama and Messerschmidt 2002 and n.d.
113 See more on the ForestAction, a new Nepalese NGO focused on CF, in a separate case study on

civil society. 
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some cases, were being subverted to the demands of a central civil service still 
enacting non-participatory, top-down forms of development.114 In short, while the
government espoused decentralization, actual devolution of powers to local user
groups has been limited. These concerns led to the founding in 1995 of the Federation 
of Community Forestry User Groups, Nepal (FECOFUN, discussed in Case Study 3) 
and a few other forestry-oriented organizations. Their goal has been to develop a 
stronger civil force in the forestry sector, to encourage and promote local people’s 
awareness of and involvement in policy dialogue at the centre and the sustainable 
practice of community forestry locally. The growing civil society movement in Nepal
is also a potential source of technical forestry expertise to meet some of the pressing 
needs of local CFUGs as the number of non-government professional foresters 
working with NGOs and as private consultants has increased. 

Although Nepal’s NGOs have a legal basis for their existence, and must register with
the national Social Welfare Council, the formal space provided them within the state
policy framework is limited.115 For example, representation from the civil society is 
very weak on the Forestry Sector Coordination Committee, an apex level semi-formal
forum (primarily of government and donor representatives) that steers forestry sector
development. CFUGs also need a wide range of other services and technical support,
at the local level. The case study about handmade paper from lokta, an AFR
(discussed in Case Study 4 – Entrepreneurship and access: handmade paper from
lokta bark), shows how a private industry is leading the way in adopting socially 
responsible entrepreneurship and development.

In addition, some very positive NGO/civil society impacts on the enhancement of 
local empowerment and access of women and disadvantaged groups at the local level 
have also been noted in the literature. Experiences from hill districts supported by the
Nepal-Swiss Community Forestry Project, for example, are notable in this regard.116

Nonetheless, many government officials seem unwilling to address local forestry 
development needs that could be supported by civil society and/or by private 
(consultant) involvement and entrepreneurship. The government insists on addressing 
forest inventory needs, for example, exclusively from its own sources, but it is unable 
to meet local CFUG needs and demands alone, due to acute manpower and financial 
shortfalls. There are currently thousands of CFUGs in need of technical support to 
complete their mandatory forest inventories. These inventories are a prerequisite to
the effective functioning of forest user groups and are an essential input to CFUG 
operational plans. Because neither the central nor the district forestry officials are
keen on allowing local NGOs and private foresters to conduct certified inventories, 
the service potential of competent non-government forestry expertise remains largely 
untapped.

There seems to be a significant dichotomy emerging from our examination of the 
literature and from first-hand observations, that while there are some serious gaps at 

114 Britt 2001 and 2002, N.K. Shrestha 2001.
115 It is important to note that the Nepal government does not suppress NGOs, but allows them and in 

some ways even encourages them, although this often results in uneasy relationships. As extensive
studies in the 1980s and 1990s have shown, however, this ‘messy’ relationship is generally the
nature of NGO/government relationships (Biggs and Neame 1995, Farrington et al 1993, Hulme
and Edwards 1997).

116 Nurse and Paudel 2003, Upreti 2002
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the macro level between expectations based on the letter and spirit of the CF 
legislation, at the meso level regarding the role and place of civil society institutions
and organizations, and at the micro level in the districts and village communities
regarding the devolution of power and authority to manage resources, there are
nonetheless some highly motivated DFOs and rangers who have managed to bring 
some of the contentious issues involving all three levels out of the fire, so to speak. 
There are many government field workers who take the issues of equity, 
empowerment, access and poverty alleviation very seriously, for example, and are 
working hard to accomplish them, often with the help of civil society and project 
actors. Thus, there is room for optimism.

Local government bodies 

Local government bodies in Nepal include the nation’s 75 District Development
Committees (DDCs) and several thousand Village Development Committees (VDCs), 
one level beneath the DDCs. Government investment in and support of these local 
bodies is found in progressive legislation encouraging local participation in
governance under the Local Self Governance Act of 1998. This Act builds directly on
the Decentralization Act of 1983 and effectively describes the much sought-for 
decentralization of governance and the devolution of governing authority to these 
bodies. True devolution of power and responsibility, however, is still difficult to 
effect.117

The main actors working in support of the DDCs and VDCs are the Ministry of Local 
Development (MLD) and its local line agency representative, the Local Development
Officer (LDO). The DDCs have sub-committees dedicated to oversee environmental
and natural resource management issues, including local forestry. In many instances, 
the DDCs and VDCs work closely with local CFUGs, and with other actors in the
civil society such as FECOFUN and LNGOs, to deal with forestry and broader 
community development initiatives. Some CFUGs, in fact, are financially better off 
(from membership dues and the sale of forest resources and products) than their
VDCs, and are able to complement the VDC’s community development activities, a
fact that brings a certain dynamism to the notion of participatory local development.

In several districts of the hills and Terai, a new level of coordination between the line
agencies (forestry and others) and the local governing bodies is being experimented
with, in the form of District Forestry Coordination Committees (DFCCs).118 These 
bodies perform advisory services only, as a forum for discussion of development
initiatives in the forestry sector. DFCC membership includes representatives of the 
line agencies, civil society organizations and political parties. The LDO chairs the
committee, and the DFO is the member secretary. In some instances, the DFCC 
members perceive CFUGs to be the key local unit of group-oriented development,

117 At the time this study was being written, the DDCs and VDCs were not functioning, their 
operations held in abeyance due to the nation-wide Maoist insurgency. Rejuvenation of the local
governing bodies, including fresh elections, are being planned by the central government for 
sometime in the near future. Meanwhile, they remain non-functioning entities.

118 DFCCs are very new, and are only found in three Terai districts operating under the SNV-
supported Biodiversity Sector Programme for Siwaliks and Terai (BISEP-ST; Siwaliks is another
name for the Churia Hills) and in three Terai districts and 7 hill districts under the DFID-supported
Livelihoods and Forestry Programme (LFP).
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with which other user groups (in livestock and agriculture, for example) associate, 
giving credence to the notion of CFUGs as a prototype unit of group action. The 
DFCCs are, however, quite new and still experimental, and their roles have not been 
fully worked out. One weakness of the DFCCs appears to be a largely elite
membership, with insufficient representation of the poor through civil society 
representatives, and their role in policy processes and dialogue is still unclear.

Ultimately, acute funding problems within government and, in 2002-2003, the 
temporary closing down of local governance units and cancelling the roles of locally 
elected leaders (due to problems associated with the Maoist insurgency) have,
together, effectively weakened the positive impact of decentralization and moves
towards devolution of power and authority to local governing bodies. Even in normal
times, in the forest policy discourse, the issues of division of rights and 
responsibilities between central government, local government units and the power of 
local control afforded to CFUGs have been contentious. Conflicts between forest user 
groups, the local government units and the central government over the ultimate
control of local forest resources continue unabated. In addition, it is evident from 
recent field studies that the forestry sector lags behind (compared with other sectors) 
in fully supporting the initiatives and strengthening the potential of the local 
governing bodies. A serious tension and some contradiction exists between the 
mandate of foresters under the Forestry Act of 1993 and the Local Self Governance 
Act of 1998, the clarification of which is yet to be settled.119

International NGOs 

International NGOs (INGOs), which have a mix of donor and civil society attributes, 
are also important actors in Nepal's forestry sector. INGOs tend to fall into three 
camps, discernible in their approach to development and their political positioning.

One set of INGOs, closely allied with the civil society, advocates for the rights of 
local forest users in forest access, use, management and benefit sharing. In recent 
years, LNGO alliances with user groups have assisted in mobilizing dozens of local 
groups and people to resist some of what are perceived to be regressive government
policy moves (described below). Some of these policies have come down as 
government orders and ministerial directives,120 but often lacking consultation with 
local institutions and non-government constituent stakeholders and contrary to
expectations under the law.

A second set of INGOs, more closely allied with government, focuses mainly on 
technical aspects and inputs to forestry development (such as forest inventory and 
forest management), and engage in a modicum of technical forestry research. They 
consider resource management to be largely a technical and apolitical process, and do 
not involve in stakeholder discourse on forest resource governance. Among them are
several large and influential INGOs and several small grassroots LNGOs supported 

119 Messerschmidt, from field notes from the Output to Purpose Review (OPR) of the Livelihoods and
Forestry Programme, DFID/Nepal, 2003.

120 A Government Order is a binding instruction from the government with little recourse regarding
modification or re-interpretation, while a Ministerial Directive provides guidance on the
performance of an activity, which has some flexibility of interpretation (by a DFO, for example)
according to local conditions. 
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by government and/or by bilateral projects.

The third set of INGOs appears to straddle the fence, so to speak, between the other
two. This set tends to be more concerned with their own existence rather than holding
to any specific political or socially responsible worldview to guide their actions. They 
tend to be more opportunist as regards contracting for projects but tend to be limited
by concern for their own survival in the service provider marketplace.

Each of these sets of INGOs has important roles to play, and provided that 
participation and consultation with the affected citizenry is imbedded in their agendas,
following the spirit of decentralization, devolution and the legitimate expectations of
common people and user groups, they can have significant impacts on community 
forestry development.

5.6 Community heterogeneity and stake of the poor

The ‘community’ stake in forest management was greatly strengthened with passage 
of the Forest Act of 1993, and all the more so under the Local Self Governance Act of 
1998. The Forest Act fully recognizes forest user groups as independent, self-
governed community-based organizations (CBOs). Yet, despite an impressive number
of registered FUGs (nearly 13,000), the impact of CF on the livelihoods of the very
poor, in particular, is limited. Lack of access by the poor, women and other powerless 
and disadvantaged groups to community forest resources, management and benefits 
has become an important second-generation issue now under considerable debate and 
contestation. Unfortunately, while this issue has come to the forefront of current 
concern, recognition of the problem and acceptance of central agency responsibilities 
to address it are weak. During the 1995-2000 period, major forestry donors in Nepal 
also appear not to have monitored these aspects of their programmes.

Some CFUGs practicing innovative approaches, often with support from civil society 
organizations and from projects, have devised various ways for the poor to realize
more equitable access both to decision-making and to the actual resources. Progress
has been achieved in commendable cases. For example, some CFUGs have provided 
patches of forestland to the poor for cash crop cultivation. Some have provided low-
interest or subsidized loans to the poor. Some have worked to raise member
awareness and have instituted capacity-building activities. Some have worked out 
ways to reduce investment costs (both of labour and fees) for the very poor. But, these 
new dynamics remain few, small, scattered and poorly monitored or evaluated. 
Nonetheless, they indicate potential for creating more access to local forest resources
for many who, until now, have remained disenfranchised by an inequitable system.

The issues of effective monitoring, and of learning from successful experience and 
‘best practices’, have so far not been effectively addressed at any level of the 
community forestry enterprise. To be accurate, some monitoring has occurred, of two
types: (a) self-monitoring by CFUGs and (b) collaborative monitoring involving 
CFUGs, government, donor field projects, INGOs and civil society (INGOs). But it 
does not help that the definition of ‘monitoring’ in Nepal is ambiguous and confused, 
and that many stakeholder groups perceive monitoring as ‘the tool or means of 
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controlling the people and processes rather [than] facilitating learning’.121, 122 Overall
monitoring in the forestry sector should improve in the near future, however, under 
initiatives of the Monitoring and Evaluation Division of the MFSC.123

Since enhancing equity is a political process involving the devolution of power and 
the redistribution of benefits, efforts to promote it should be informed by a broad 
understanding of social and political processes, including who contributes positively
and who contributes negatively, and why. The forestry administration in Nepal still 
appears to make many policy decisions based on old models of top-down control, 
with minimal consultation, little or no monitoring and poor analysis of the issues.

For example, the advocates of equitable community forestry have viewed the recent 
imposition of a 40 percent tax on surplus forest resource sales from community
forests, by a Government Order in 2000 (more recently restated under a Ministerial 
Directive in 2002), and an example of a repressive measure handed down from the top 
to retain control over forest resources by the state, rather than facilitating benefits for
CFUGs, access for the poor and moving beyond the apparent continuation of elite 
domination. The issue is not so much one of paying taxes, but of three other issues:
the size of the tax (on top of other taxes already in place), lack of local consultation 
and disagreement over ownership and utilization and sale of timber from CFUGs.124

Many civil society efforts, including federation building among resource user groups,
have not been able to go much beyond this sort of elite divide between state and 
community to address more important resource access issues among the poor and the 
marginalized.125

5.7 Inconsistent Government moves 

In 1998, Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation imposed an amendment to the 
Forest Act of 1993 that gave district forest officers (DFOs) the power to take action 
against CFUG leaders. Supporters of community forestry considered this and several 
other more recent moves by the government, such as the 40 percent tax on surplus
forest products sales and imposition of technical forest inventory guidelines, to be
regressive and contrary to the spirit of decentralization and to the rights given to user 
groups under existing community forestry legislation.126 Such moves have heightened 
tensions between the government, user group federations and user groups. 
Consequently, the government as the key policy making actor faces a serious 
dilemma, one that puts into question how far government agents trusts local 
communities and groups to manage, and over how much external control it can

121 ForestAction and CIFOR 2002
122 Monitoring is generally defined as a process of review, reflection and learning that, in the context

of community forestry, has a potential to enhance the effectiveness of local level forest 
management. The monitoring process should capitalize on opportunities to learn, through testing 
assumptions and both reflecting and acting upon outcomes and processes. A precondition of 
effective monitoring is that it requires debate and deliberation among stakeholders (ForestAction
and CIFOR 2002).

123 MFSC 2002b.
124 In 2003, the Nepalese Supreme Court reversed the 40% tax order, declaring it unconstitutional, in

a case brought on behalf of local CFUGs by FECOFUN.
125 Timsina and Paudel 2003.
126 See Britt 2002, Malla 2001, N.K. Shrestha 2001. 
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exercise over local actions.

5.8 Markets and entrepreneurship

The increasing market demand for several alternative forest resources (AFRs, in this 
case largely, but not exclusively, non-timber forest products, or NTFPs) has provided 
an opportunity for some business stakeholders to emerge and operate at various 
positions in the production-to-consumption ‘value chain’. Groups relying on AFRs 
include community-based poor collectors and harvesters, local traders in the
communities, at road heads or in small market centres, urban-based large traders,
manufactures, and exporters. Studies indicate that the share of benefits that
community-based AFR harvesters get is significantly lower than those of other
business participants operating downstream.127 This difference arises because of the 
interactive effect of imperfect market structures, restrictive policies and complex
socio-economic structures.128 Many problems still exist due to poor knowledge about
how market-based opportunities can be harnessed for the benefit of the poor who 
depend on a wide range of forest resources, timber and other. 

5.9 Conclusions

This case study of the evolution of community forestry in Nepal tells us many things. 
In the context of access to natural resources, however, it well demonstrates that
government has played a critical role in passing suitable legislation to empower forest 
user groups to manage forest resources. It was often the behaviour of donor agencies, 
NGOs, and others, however, that helped determine the actual outcomes of this 
legislation. Significantly, neither government agencies nor donors appear to have
monitored the outcomes of this policy practice in regards to access to natural
resources, poverty reduction and social inclusion.

127 Subedi and Ojha 2001 and Edwards 1995.
128 Ohja 2001.
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6. CASE STUDY 2 - Targeting the poor: the Leasehold Forestry project 

Nepal’s Community Forestry (CF) policy does not distinguish between users of 
unequal wealth or means; thus, it lacks an explicit focus on the poor. Evidence from 
recent studies indicates that despite two decades of CF practice and the consequent
reversal of forest degradation trends, there has been no clear or consistent 
contribution to enhancing the livelihoods of the forest-dependent poor in community 
forest areas. Many observers claim that major inequities within community forest user
groups are more common than exceptional.129 It is also apparent that resource poor 
households and socially marginalized people, such as women and disadvantaged
groups, receive disproportionately smaller shares of benefits that come from the local 
management of community forests, with only a few exceptional cases documented to 
the contrary.130 The prevailing semi-feudal social structure in Nepal’s rural society 
primarily shapes this situation, based on historic and traditional caste and socio-
economic class distinctions. This indicates the need to devise alternative institutional 
arrangement to tackle the problems of poverty and sustainable livelihoods, especially 
in the natural resource sector. The Leasehold Forestry (LHF) Project is Nepal’s 
attempt at addressing these needs. Ultimately, to revise the CF rules and regulations
to incorporate LHF mechanisms would enhance access specifically for the socially
excluded and most desperately poor. 

6.1 Introduction

Leasehold forestry in Nepal was first mentioned in forestry legislation of the 1970s, 
but was virtually ignored until the late 1980s, at the time when the Master Plan for 
the Forestry Sector was being developed. In 1993, implementation of the first 
leasehold forestry project was begun, called the Hills Leasehold Forestry and Forage 
Development Project (HLFFDP). Leasehold forestry (LHF) was subsequently taken 
into account in the Forest Act of 1993 and the Forestry Regulations of 1995. The 
basic point of the LHF project has been to provide access to poor people in small 
groups to degraded forest under 40 year leases (renewable), with exclusive rights to 
the produce of the land.131

The LHF approach targeting the poor contrasts with the nation’s Community Forestry
(CF) programme. CF is several decades old and encompasses over a third of the
population, the rich, the average and the poor in whole communities, while LHF 
initiatives are still new and have impacted only a small minority of people organized 
into small groups. The CF programme focuses on forest conservation, while the LHF
project focuses on redistributing resource assets to provide access to degraded land to 
specifically targeted groups of resource-poor farm households. CF groups are legal
entities, heterogeneous and typically large (sometimes up to several hundred 
members) while LHF groups are homogeneous (all poor) and small (7-10 hhs), but
their legal status is still in question due to lack of clarity in the relevant legislation.
Both LHF and CF groups prepare 5-year operational plans which must be approved

129 Shrestha 1996, Sinha et al 1996, Hood et al 1998, Paudel 1999, Varughese 1999, Malla 2000, and
others.

130 See Upreti 2002, 1998.
131 FAO/HMGN 1998, Ohler 2000. 
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by the District Forest Officer (DFO). According to many analyses, many CF groups 
suffer from ‘elite capture’ by the community’s rich and powerful, a situation only 
rarely (so far) reported for LHF groups. (See Case Study 1 – Community forestry: 
participatory forest management in action.)

Several other differences also define the two programmes. For one, CF is clearly 
given legal priority ahead of the LHF.132, 133 CF is the older and more mature
programme, and although it started out with a heavy investment in the project 
approach by donor agencies, it is now quite clearly a government-run initiative in 
which existing projects and programmes are well integrated. Community forestry is a 
community-driven initiative, while leasehold forestry is more individually focussed. 
And, while CF is implemented through one agency, the Department of Forests (DOF), 
the leasehold project has operated through the coordination of several line agencies, 
each with specific roles and tasks. Earlier, four agencies were involved: the DOF as 
the lead agency, providing a Project Coordinator and the Project Coordination Unit, 
and coordinating the project at the district level through its DFOs who have the main
responsibility with regard to the leasing process; the Department of Livestock 
Services (DLS), with the technical responsibility for fodder and pasture development
and provision of animal health services to project participants; the Agricultural 
Development Bank of Nepal (ADBN), providing soft loans to leasehold farmers
through its Small Farmer Development Centre (SFDC); and the Nepal Agricultural 
Research Council (NARC), to conduct applied research through its Fodder and 
Pasture Division. From 2003, only the DOF and DLS are involved. 

Many similarities also exist between CF and LHF, such as the aim to hand over forest 
management to local people, the pivotal role of the DFO and the need for community 
consensus as a condition for hand-over. Significantly, these are also the areas of most
confusion and conflict between the two programmes.134 The need for community
consensus is constantly raised in critiques, pro and con, of the LHF project. If there 
were not ongoing difficult and contentious issues, one would know the project was 
not engaging fully with its difficult work! 

The LHF Project began under a loan agreement through IFAD (the International Fund 
for Agricultural Development), complemented by an FAO technical assistance project
funded by the government of The Netherlands. From 1993 to 2003 the program 
operated in a pilot project mode, in close coordination with the line agencies but with 
its own project infrastructure and heavy investment in technical assistance.

The overall objectives of the LHF project are to improve living conditions and raise
incomes of families below the poverty line, and to improve the ecological conditions
in the Nepal hills, by leasing blocks of degraded and barren forest lands to small
groups of poor farmers for rehabilitation. The project aims to increase access by the 
poor by improving the management and use of forest resources, and increasing forest-

132 Forest Act of 1992, §30.
133 It has been recommended that the priority for community forestry over leasehold forestry be struck

from the Forest Act, but that both community and leasehold forestry should still take priority over
industrial leasehold forestry (Sterk 1998: 223).

134 Sterk 1998. This is not surprising, as transferring rights and access to resources to marginalized
groups is about the redistribution of power, access, assets, etc.
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derived benefits to the poor,135 by improving the vegetative cover of the land and 
encouraging fodder production in support of investment in livestock rearing (cattle, 
water buffalo, goats) as an income-generating activity. ‘With assured access to
additional fodder production from the leased land, families are able to increase their 
income from livestock production and other activities. This is reinforced through 
increasing fodder production on private land, and other income generating activities’. 
One justification for establishing the leasehold forestry project was the availability of 
degraded forest and uncultivated lands throughout the country, estimated to be nearly 
1.6 million hectares.136

The project is directed towards the poorest families in the community, defined
according to two criteria: amount of private arable land (0.5 ha is the cut-off) and 
annual income (below Rs.2,500; c. $44 in 1993). More recently, an assessment of the 
food deficit condition of applicant households has been applied, as well. Poor
households are among the most dependent on forest resources and livestock for their 
survival. Among the poor, the project focuses even more closely on the most marginal
farmers (with less than 0.1 ha of land) and the landless or near landless (less than 0.05 
ha), with special encouragement to deprived ethnic groups (e.g., Tamang, Majhi, 
Thami, Magar, Danuwar and Praja). Women, and especially women household heads, 
are also especially targeted, given their traditional involvement in daily fuel and 
fodder collection, and livestock tending.137

In the project design there are three stages to the leasing process: land and leaseholder 
identification and group formation, land development and training and management
and utilization.138

Land and leaseholder identification and group formation 

This stage usually takes one to two years to complete. Members are poor and group 
size is small, typically 7-10 individuals (households), as compared to much larger
groups under community forestry. Women and members of poor ethnic groups are
especially encouraged to join. A number of leasehold forestry groups are led by 
women (undoubtedly because livestock and fodder collection are women’s work).

The group formation stage involves several steps towards gaining final access to the
leasehold lands, although the implementation of some stages has been problematic
and controversial. The District Forest Office and local forest rangers are to be 
involved in most of these steps. The steps are:139

1) Initial site selection. 

2) Community discussion for consensus. 

3) Public notice to allow the community time to apply for community forestry
status.

135 Sterk 1998.
136 Ohler 2000.
137 Sterk 1998: 217.
138 Based on Sterk 1998, Ohler 2000, UNOPS 2000 and IFAD 2003a.
139 An additional step included at the early stage of the project was a household survey to verify

participant eligibility and credit worthiness. This step gave many problems as credit-worthy
farmers are not likely to be the poorest, and was subsequently dropped.
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4) Public notice to solicit any conflicting land claims. 

5) Group formation and registration with ADBN. 

6) Preparation of the leasehold application including an five-year operational 
plan (extendable over the life of the 40-year lease).

7) Site survey and boundary demarcation

8) Submission of application for final approval at the department and ministry
levels.

9) Hand-over of the leasehold land to the group. 

Land development and leaseholder training 

This stage normally begins by implementing improved management strategies 
(restricted grazing, fire control) followed by site development (enrichment planting of 
grasses, leguminous ground cover and fodder and fruit trees), land and livestock 
development training to all new leasehold farmers (both husband and wife), and 
technical assistance (forest and forage management, animal health services, etc.)140

The project design also supports secondary activities, including village infrastructure 
development (drinking water, trail improvement, school building renovation, minor
soil conservation and irrigation works, and building culverts and bridges), farmer-to-
farmer exchanges, formation of savings groups, and the installation of fuel-efficient
cook stoves, all of which are designed to help enhance access to and use of improved
resources by the poor.

The initial land development stage has taken from six months to two years, and may 
continue for several more years depending on local need. This stage may overlap with 
the group formation stage as site protection sometimes begins before the leasehold 
forest is formally handed over. 

Management and utilization of the leasehold 

This stage is achieved, depending on the site, when the land has become fully
productive and produces fodder and forage, fuelwood, poles and small timber, and 
possibly fruit, medicinal plants, bamboo and other AFRs.

The project was first implemented in two districts, Kabre (Kabrepalanchok) and 
Makwanpur, beginning in 1993, with gradual expansion to ten districts by 1999, and 
to 26 of Nepal’s 75 districts by 2003. By early 2003, approximately 7,000 ha of 
degraded forestland had been handed over to about 1,729 Leasehold Forestry User
Groups (LFUGs), involving 11,756 households, each of which has received, on
average, 0.62 ha of forest land. Seventy percent of the LFUGs were formed between
1997 and 2000.141

The LHF project has not been without controversy. It is, by now, well recognized that 

140  In early stages, start-up credit for income-generating activities was addressed but only a small
number of farmers ever received start-up credit and it was soon realized that start-up credit was not 
appropriate for the project. As a result, it is no longer provided.

141 IFAD 2003a.
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the project has both notable strengths and benefits, and some glaring problems that 
affect access to resources by the poor and full acceptance of it by others in the
communities and in higher levels of government and society. Both the benefits and
the problems have been substantially discussed in available documents, such as the 
Phase-2 of the FAO Technical Assistance Project and IFAD evaluation and inception
reports.142

6.2 Benefits to the leaseholding poor 

Through a series of project and independent studies, a number of positive benefits to 
participants have been documented in relation to improved vegetative, social and
economic conditions. These benefits, however, must be seen in light of the fact that 
the leasehold project is quite small (less than 2,000 groups, in only 26 districts) 
compared with the CF programme (nearly 13,000 groups, in all 75 districts). 
Nonetheless, for participants, the benefits are significant. A recent sample survey of
leaseholder households found that LHF participants achieved significant gains (over a 
control group) regarding the composition and value of livestock ownership, 
availability of animal feed (fodder), household food security, cash income earnings, 
and ownership of small tools and assets.143 It was also found that six percent of
participating households report the return of a household member who had previously 
migrated for work, compared to control households that reported no migrant
returns.144 While this is only a small percentage, it is of interest because migration for 
employment is one of the only strategic livelihood alternative for many households 
with insufficient means or access to natural resources for household subsistence. 

Similarly, it was found that increased fodder production under leasehold has made it
easier for participating farmers to convert from free grazing to stall feeding their
livestock, thus reducing the pressure on forest vegetation, which leads to improved
environmental conditions. This has been achieved, in part, by the involvement of
NARC in fodder and stall feeding technology research. ‘This in turn allows women to 
undertake more socially and economically productive activities, including learning 
[e.g., adult literacy] and income generating activities. As a result, the household 
income increases, as well as the education and social status of women’.145

Two studies were specifically conducted to examine benefits to women with differing 
access to forest resources in several districts. Using DFID’s Sustainable Livelihoods 
Approach, the researchers compared women in LFUGs with access to leasehold
forests, women members of CFUGs, and women with no access to either leasehold or 
community forests. The researchers concluded that significant gains were made by 
women with access to leasehold forests considering availability of forest resources, 
time spent on collection of forest resources, livestock numbers and stall-feeding,
income and income sources, training and literacy rates, and decision-making within 
the household.146 Of particular importance in enhancing women’s roles and benefits 

142 Ohler 2000 and IFAD 2003a,b, respectively.
143 Thompson 2000, in Ohler 2000.
144 FAO 2002.
145 Ohler 2003.
146 Douglas and Cameron 2000 and Ghimire 2000, in Ohler 2000; and Ohler 2003.
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are village women organizers and promoters.147

Since the benefits of access depend on time available to realize them, it is significant
that the time women spent collecting forest-based fodder decreased over a five year 
period from nearly 4 hours per day to less than 1.5 hours per day.148 The difference in
time spent on fodder collecting has allowed them more time for socially and 
economically productive activities and has strengthened their position within the
household in terms of income and decision making. The stronger role of women in the
household and engaging in household enterprises is attributed, in part, to the fact that 
the project included both husband and wife in training. As a result, the economic
disparity between male- and female-headed households has decreased, while the
education and social status of women has increased.149

Lack of access to resources is a main problem of the poor. The LHF project has
concluded that although the degraded land handed over as leasehold forest to poor 
households may not be the best land (in fact, it is the only land available), the 
leaseholders’ commitment to regenerate the forest resources has brought them a 
measure of tenure security (40 year leases), thus motivating them to invest in land and 
forest resource improvement with a long-term perspective. Regarding the plight of 
women, the project concludes that while their overall condition increases in the long-
term, in the short term, at the start up of the leasehold activity when there is little or 
no fodder to harvest but when their physical presence is required to protect the 
resource, the plight of women (and men) may, in fact, temporarily increase.150

When asked why pursue leasehold forestry in light of the community forestry
alternative, the project documents state that under the LHF project the focus is access 
to resources specifically by the poor. Project managers have each pointed out, for 
example, that ‘Leasehold forestry is an effective poverty alleviation mechanisms,
which specifically targets the poorest section of the community, while community
forestry tends to benefit the better off in the community more than the poorest 
households. This is not to say that leasehold forestry is better than community
forestry, but rather that the concept and implementation of community forestry could 
be enriched by integrating the concerns for poverty reduction, social inclusion and 
access of LHF into a jointly implemented programme’.151

6.3 Technical problems with Leasehold Forestry 

A case study such as this one is dependent on the observations of its authors and the 
availability of relevant literature to analyse. In this case, the literature is limited to 
project reports and papers and a few critical essays based on field studies, each with
its own biases. The LHF project has generated a lot of heat in Nepal, but not much
analysis. There has been no well-balanced assessment to date that looks critically at 
both sides, the pros and the cons. It is well known, however, that throughout its short 
life (barely over a decade) the LHF project has been characterized as confused and 

147 FAO 2001.
148 Ohler 2003.
149 Ohler 2003, after Thompson 2000.
150 Ohler 2003.
151 Ohler 2003; see also Sterk 1997, 1998.
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controversial. This in itself, however, is not a bad thing, and to be expected. After all, 
the project is directly concerned with poverty reduction and the opening up of sustain-
able access by the poor to natural resources.

Four of the technical problems that have arisen are discussed below, namely the issues 
of community consensus of who gains access, conflicts over land use rights and 
traditional access, how eligibility for leasehold access is determined, and the high cost
of programming access for the poor.

Leasehold forestry without community forestry – access without consensus 

Since the very beginning, confusion over the LHF project and conflict with CF have 
occurred. Early on, for example, it was argued that the LHF project had caused 
dilution of resources (especially of forestry staff) at local and district levels and
confusion among villagers and field staff (rangers) due to the different approaches and 
methodologies of each programme.152 It is clear that where community ‘consensus’
does not exist, leasehold forestry becomes seriously problematic. What is sought is 
consensual access with community participation. Some argue that what has ensued is 
‘a virtual Cold War between these two lobbies,’ CF and LHF, with proponents lined 
up strongly on both sides.153 Others present that LHF is not “against” CF, but that 
rather CF could be enriched by integrating the concerns for poverty reduction, social 
inclusion and access found in LHF. 154

What is meant by ‘consensus’ is unclear in the discourse so far. It must be noted that 
conflict is generally at the centre of issues about social inclusion and access, and is to 
be expected in heterogeneous communities. It should not be seen as an ‘unexpected’ 
problem. Consensus implies harmony, cooperation and unanimity. The centre of the 
LHF project is about opening up access to hither-to excluded social groups. This, by 
its very nature, is contentious and involves conflict. Therefore, what is missing in the
discourse so far is the equally strong need for analysis of where conflicts have been 
resolved and the poor have benefited by gaining access to resources with community
support.155

Access to forest resources under each programme is different. CF is more well known
and has priority over LHF, and the two programmes represent different ways of 
empowering community groups to manage local forest resources. Many CFUGs have 
relatively good forests to manage, while LFUGs must cope with degraded forests. CF 
operates through one line agency while the LHF project struggled to coordinate four 
agencies and now only two are involved. In CF, large heterogeneous groups (rich and 

152 Sterk 1998.
153 Baral and Thapa 2003.
154 Ohler 2003; see also Sterk 1997, 1998.
155 For an example of the complexity of conflict at the community level in leasehold decision making,

see Baral and Thapa 2003. See also Guijit and Shah on ‘the myth of community’ as a questionable
construct for addressing equity, access and power structure issues. Consensus is a very contentious
term. We use ‘consensus’ here to mean an agreement has been reached at a given point in time.
Such a ‘consensus’ may be a reflection of the unchanged power structure between the actors
involved. On other occasions, it may reflect a genuine institutional change in the power structure.
Consequently, one always needs to know what type of consensus is being discussed. This is
analogous to the use of the term ‘participation’. The type of participation always needs to be
defined (see Biggs 1988, and White 1996).
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poor) share the resources, while in LHF the groups are small and economically
homogeneous (all are poor). There is evidence that in some instances when wealthier
farmers discover that they cannot participate in a particular leasehold project, they 
have raised strong enough objections to have it closed down.156 Of the two
programmes, it is assumed that CF operates on the basis of community-wide
consensus though it does not often provide sufficient access for the poor, and that 
LHF, specifically designed to provide access for the poor, should also operate by 
consensus in tandem with CF, but too often does not.

In Chitwan District, for example, there is no CF programme in the hills but there is a 
high amount of degraded forest land available.157 The Chitwan DFO, in fact, has used 
leasehold forestry as a (top-down) substitute for community forestry, in a system
within which conflict apparently abounds. The author of one report alludes to the 
problem, obliquely, when he says that ‘it is only to be expected that problems are 
reported in the implementation of leasehold forestry in Chitwan’. Then he 
recommends that since it cannot be successfully implemented by itself, ‘leasehold 
forestry should always be linked to the community forestry programme’.158

Strengthening the relationship and linkages between community and leasehold 
forestry was strongly recommended early in the programme. ‘What is needed is an 
integrated extension approach comprising both community forestry and community-
based leasehold forestry. Rangers need to be trained in both methods (thus there will 
be no need to have separate “leasehold rangers"). The decisive factor should be the
community’s consensus, whereby forest land can be allocated simultaneously to either
community forestry management or leasehold forestry management’.159 What is
implied by this statement is that ‘community consensus’ is easy. It does not 
adequately recognize that empowering the poor to have access to resources generally
raises conflicts, and that in any serious attempts to address this issue conflict
management strategies must be employed so that communities are able to go forward
to open up access to disadvantaged groups. And further, these are not just local level 
issues, but they integrally involve actors at the macro level and are, in general,
politically contentious.

Conflict over territory – traditional access denied 

A number of cases have been described in the literature about the problem of 
identifying leasehold land that was traditionally utilized by people other than those 
selected to become the new leaseholders. This is an issue of territorial conflict. The
leasehold development process has a built-in mechanisms for soliciting prior claims to 
the land, but these do not always work. For example, some of the very poorest 
Nepalese farmers have traditionally practiced shifting cultivation on degraded forest
lands, but this practice is not recognized in law; hence, it does not justify prior claim. 
If these farmers are not identified as potential leaseholders, they become the losers. 
Such lands, when requisitioned for leasehold, have been described as ‘lands [that]

156 Sterk 1998.
157 Chitwan District encompasses both hill and lowland communities of the Inner Terai. The only CF

practiced in the district is in the lowland buffer zone adjacent to the Royal Chitwan National Park. 
There is no CF in the hills.

158 Ohler 2000, reiterating Sterk 1998.
159 Sterk 1998: 223
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have actually been snatched from much poorer people’.160 The whole issue of pre-
existing indigenous rights and traditional use of leasehold forest land by rich and
poor, alike, is not well addressed under the LHF project. There is considerable
agreement that much of the land allocated for leasehold should, in fact, be considered 
for common use by all members of a community through the CF programme. On the 
other hand, as is now evident from experience, the CF programme does not have a 
good track record of sharing such resources with the very poor.

In a recent study in Kabre District, it was found that the residents of two adjacent 
VDCs have long been in conflict over the degraded land allocated for use as leasehold 
forest. The LHF project in these communities effectively undermined the customary
rights of one group of residents, both poor and non-poor, and gave away the benefits
to others. Local residents also pointed out that some of the leasehold participants were
not from among the poorest of the community, implying that definitions of ‘poor’
apparently differ between the project’s and the villagers’ points of view. Then, after 
the LHF program was begun, residents (both wealthy and poor) who lost their
traditional use rights to the LHF project took the issue to court and, although they lost
the case, the issue was so contentious that the community as a whole decided to place 
the contested land under community forestry.161

What is ‘poor’? – deciding who gets access 

Several instances have been described where some of the ‘poor’ selected for the
leasehold project, were not the true poor at all. There are also various levels of
poverty, sometimes referred to as the ‘poor’ and the ‘ultra poor’.162 Thus, there is a 
problem in correctly identifying who is truly ‘poor’. In some instances, local non-poor 
have taken advantage of the project (just as they have under CF). For example, the
residents of a VDC in Ramechhap District, ‘expressed their worst experience’ upon
seeing the leaseholds going to powerful political leaders and village elite. They voiced
total dissatisfaction with the project’s criteria for selecting the ‘poor, and suggested 
that community involvement and consensus on who is eligible from the local 
community in place of the project’s prescriptive target oriented approach would help 
solve such problems.163

The LHF project has more recently addressed this concern by reformulating how ‘the
poor’ are defined and selected, taking it away from a strictly income and assets
approach to a criterion based, in part, on household food deficit indicators, combined
with community consensus.164

6.4 The cost of access 

The LHF project in its first decade (1993-2003) was a pilot project, heavily dependent 
on the project mode and costly technical assistance inputs. It is estimated that the 
average cost per participating household is $800, or $1,400 per hectare of degraded 

160 Baral and Thapa 2003: 5.
161 Bhattarai, Ojha and Humagain 2003.
162 Baral and Thapa 2003.
163 Baral and Thapa 2003.
164 Ohler 2000 and IFAD 2003b.
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land.165 This figure includes for instance the cost of credit (most of which went to 
non-leasehold farmers), the cost of small scale village infrastructure (schools, water 
supply, etc.), and the cost of buildings (livestock service centres for instance). Actual 
costs would be more in the order of $300-350 per household, or around $500 per ha, 
which still includes around $200 in livestock inputs and services per ha.

Experience shows that even when implementing the most creative and timely
initiatives, projects often stagnate after they are phased out, unless sustainability is 
built in through other mechanisms (e.g., integrating them into on-going government
agency programmes). This also implies a change from a purely project-centric 
technology transfer (‘pipeline’) approach to development, to one that focuses on 
capacity building at all levels within the national and local development and 
innovation system. Accordingly, in the next phase of the LHF project, from 2003 
onwards, it is apparently intended that the LHF project will be more fully integrated
into government operations. Various agency and other organization actors will 
continue to be coordinated under the overall leadership of the Department of Forests, 
but seemingly without the heavy project overlay (although major donor support 
continues). It is expected that as the Department of Forests takes up more of the 
responsibility previously vested in the project structure, the cost of leasehold 
operations per household and per hectare should go down.166

Observers commenting on the high cost of the project have reiterated the theme of 
improving the relationship between LHF and CF. It has been recommended that the 
local communities be involved in identifying the poor households or hamlets, to avoid 
the sort of member/non-member conflicts that have been identified in the past.167

CF/LHF linkage should also reduce overall costs, not only in financial terms but also 
in terms of training and personnel (e.g., DFO staff) required to operate and monitor
the project. The recent project evaluation suggests that the project might be more
efficiently implemented by ‘bolting on’ specific provisions for the poor to CF 
programme arrangements. Currently, the CF programme does not have specific legal 
provisions for targeting the poor, although some CFUGs are making such provisions 
on their own, such as cultivating grasses and cash crops (e.g., bamboo, vegetables) on 
allocated land, and discounting the sale of fuelwood. Some DFOs, however, do not 
approve CFUG operational plans unless measures to enhance access for the poor are 
included.168 These and other aspects involving improvements to the legal definition
and provisions of the leasehold project are now under discussion at the highest levels, 
and are being experimented with in the field. At least one CF programme is also 
implementing leasehold forestry within its regular activities.169 They are also under 
discussion within the FECOFUN, where concern for the disadvantaged, for social 
inclusion, equity and empowerment, are now uppermost. Thus, moves within the CF 
programme, and within the FECOFUN, towards addressing empowerment and social 
inclusion issues (hence, access issues), are being brought more into the political and

165 IFAD 2003a.
166 These predictions about the form that the forthcoming new phase of the LHF project will take are

somewhat speculative, since at the time of writing this report the project design was not yet
formally set. Our information is based on a reading of recent evaluation and inception reports
(IFAD 2003a,b).

167 IFAD 2003b.
168 IFAD 2003b.
169 LFP 2003a:4-5 and 2003b, Sapkota 2003.
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donor mainstream agenda.

6.5 Conclusions

This case illustrates a number of things concerning our analysis of policy processes 
and development practice. Clearly, leasehold forestry is primarily concerned with 
poverty reduction and improved access by the poor and marginalized to natural 
resources. This represents a government and donor commitment to implementing an 
often repeated policy declaration. It has engaged with the staff of four line agencies in 
trying to address increased access by the poor to natural resources. While in a sense, 
the project has been a classic action research ‘special project’ is also much more. It 
has, in many ways, helped to focus the attention of the Department of Forests, 
FECOFUN, other NGOs and donors who have been part of the community forestry
programme coalition squarely on issues of access and social inclusion, issues that
have not previously been central to their concerns. As these actors move to address 
these key issues, they will find some of the experiences and lessons from the 
leasehold forestry project useful in their work.
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7. CASE STUDY 3 - CFUG Federation: institutional innovation in practice 

In this study we are interested in understanding, over time, how community forest 
user groups (CFUGs) have networked and become federated to provide collective 
action on behalf of local forest users’ rights under the Forest Act of 1993 and the
Forest Regulations of 1995. In so doing, we can see how forestry development and the 
policy process take place in a Democracy. The Federation of Community Forestry 
Users, Nepal (FECOFUN) was founded in 1995, and is what has been called a ‘social 
movement organization’ as distinct from a non-governmental organization (NGO). 
FECOFUN is a prime example of an indigenously-inspired, non-project designed 
organization that, during its first decade of existence, has had significant impact on 
how policy practices are played out and local access is enhanced in community 
forestry.

7.1 Introduction

FECOFUN is an indigenous national network of community forestry user groups 
(CFUGs) founded by and for CFUG members.170 As a national organization of users, 
FECOFUN is uniquely positioned to organize local user groups collectively and to 
link group initiatives at the community, range post, ilaka, district, regional and
national levels. Since its founding in 1995, FECOFUN has registered nearly 11,000 
group memberships in all but one of Nepal’s 75 districts.171 The mission of 
FECOFUN is ‘to inculcate self-reliance and strength among forest user groups 
through promoting their involvement in the decision-making processes on the basis of 
participation in masse’ (FECOFUN 2000). Its objectives are shown in Box 7.1. And, 
while it has been supported and encouraged by various non-governmental actors, 
including some major donor financial assistance, its indigenous origins are highly 
significant. The federation was neither designed nor established under any formal
development project initiative.

FECOFUN is described as a ‘social movement organization’, as distinct from an 
NGO, in that its office-holders and rank-and-file members are rural farmers, men and 
women. There are no development professionals on staff. As such, its members are of 
‘likeminded individuals who are prepared to make claims about how personal or 
group life ought to be organized’ and who ‘differ from other types of formal
organizations by prioritising the mobilization [of] their constituency for collective
action with the goal of obtaining some collective good from authorities’. They are a
group designed to encourage social change by challenging the status quo.172

170 CFUGs are defined and described in Case Study 1: Community Forestry-Participatory Forest 
Management in Action.

171 Only the northern border district of Mustang is not represented within FECOFUN.
172 See Britt 2002:5. In her PhD dissertation, Britt presents an extensive discussion and analysis of the

founding of FECOFUN and its significance within Nepal’s community forestry development. In 
categorizing it as ‘social movement organization’, Britt refers to Gamson 1975, Kriesi 1996,
Lofland 1996 and McAdam et al 1988.
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Box 7.1 The Objectives of the Federation of Community Forestry Users, Nepal 
(FECOFUN)

1. Foster sharing of experiences by extending cooperation and goodwill among the 
community forestry user groups as recognized by the MOFSC [Ministry of Forests and 
Soil Conservation] and to develop interrelationships among such groups and the 
Central FECOFUN. 

2. Coordinate with different governmental and non-governmental organizations.
3. Promote awareness among the user groups to conduct programs relations, inter alia,

to plantation, health, and sanitation so as to maintain a balanced environment.
4. Promote mechanisms of equitable sharing and appropriate use of resources

obtainable from community forests in order to uplift socio-economic conditions of the 
disadvantaged groups.

5. Draw attention of policy level authorities to making rectification on operational pitfalls 
in existing policy and laws.

6. Contribute to creating awareness on existing forest policy and laws among FUGs
[forest user groups], to developing a sense of collective action and fostering
dynamism in forest management techniques and other forest development initiatives
in a process of securing the high interests and welfare of FUGs.

7. Support and conduct income generating activities through cooperation and 
enhancement by demonstration or onsite research initiatives.

8. Create awareness among users of the rationale and importance of conserving
otherwise vanishing natural resources and biodiversity, and to develop an appropriate
environment for collective efforts.

9. Support other activities in the interests and capacities of FUGs so as to contribute to 
the perpetuation and consolidation of community forestry processes.

To these, FECOFUN is to coordinate with the DOF [Department of Forests] at the central
level, and the DOF at the district level. FECOFUN fosters women’s roles in the decision-
making processes, and 50 percent of positions at all levels of the FECOFUN organization
are reserved for women members. FECOFUN adopts capacity growth of rural people
through training at local levels as an integral part of its advocacy initiatives. It adopts a 
strategy to train leader FUG members so that they would be capable to independently
develop and materialize programs.

Source: FECOFUN (2000)

In a recent description of the organization’s founding and activities, from an observer
at the conception, birth and growth of FECOFUN, Britt describes the organization as 
being ‘instrumental in advocating forest user rights, lobbying members of Nepal’s 
parliament on resource-related legislation, negotiating solutions for problems with 
forest policy implementation, and mediating conflicts among community forestry user 
groups, the Forest Department and forest users, and a multinational forestry company
and local people.’ She goes on to say that recent civil actions orchestrated by
FECOFUN members against certain government directives and ordinances ‘include 
marches, demonstrations, signature campaigns, court cases, legal injunctions, 
petitions, hunger strikes, and sit-ins…

Through these kinds of engagements FECOFUN is beginning to shape new space 
within civil society where forest-related conflicts and questions of property rights and 
control over resources and their management can be more effectively represented,
debated and negotiated.’ Thus, the kind of involvement that FECOFUN embodies,
from the ground (community level) up, is ‘a radical departure from the kinds of top-
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down, extractive, centralized and tributary relations that have characterized forestry 
sector interactions to date’. 173

7.2 Stages of CFUG networking and federation 

The evolution of CFUG networking into the politically influential access-oriented
federation that it is today is shown in Figure 7.1. The federation traces its roots from 
efforts during the early 1990s to create networks of user groups. In 1991-1992, small
locally initiated informal networks began organizing among CFUGs located close to 
one another, the first of which arose in Bhojpur and Dhankuta Districts in eastern
Nepal. In time, forestry project staff and DFOs began using these self-initiated
networks for planning and information sharing, practices that still continue today in 
most districts. Some emerged around specific themes or issues, such as resin-tapping 
in east Nepal. Between 1993 and 1995 several national/regional workshops and 
seminars on community forestry were held. They attracted user group representatives 
from many districts nationwide, thus furthering the networking movement. These
included the First National Forest User Workshop Seminar at Dhankuta in 1993, the 
Second National Forest Seminar at Kathmandu in 1993, the First South Asia User
Workshop Seminar at Kathmandu in 1995, and the Community Forest and Private 
Plantation User Workshop Seminar in Kabre District, near Kathmandu, in 1995. 
These events provided CFUG members an opportunity to discuss technical and 
institutional issues, including the identification of ways and means to promote and 
advocate community forestry agendas and users’ rights over forest management
nationwide, and to explore the need for a national level users’ federation.

Following implementation of the new Forest Regulations in early 1995, these various 
networking initiatives were merged, and in June 1995 an ad-hoc FECOFUN 
committee was formed during one of the national meetings. This initiative was given
technical and financial support from several NGOs, bilateral projects and independent 
experts. FECOFUN was formally organized and officially registered in 1995 under
the NGO Registration Act of 1976. Since then, FECOFUN has become a mainstream
network of thousands of CFUGs throughout Nepal, and a common platform for 
community representatives to review, reflect and highlight the problems, perspectives
and interests of local people dependent on forests and their multiple resources.

This progression from informal networking to federation is shown graphically in 
Figure 7.1. 

173 Britt 2002: 4, emphasis added. The ‘new space within civil society’ she refers to has a great deal to 
do with citizen access to both the natural resources (forests, in this instance) and to socio-political
resources (e.g., policy dialogue) wherein decisions about control and access are made in the
national arena. Britt calls this type of civil access space ‘dialectical opportunity space’, defined as
‘arenas of enablement… a negotiated process of “doing” (enablement) which facilitates and
sustains the creation of a “space” where “doing” can be effectively done (empowerment)’ (2002:4,
fn.6).
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Figure 7.1. Progress of CFUG Local/District Networking to National Federation

It was also during this same period of time, the early 1990s, that the roles of 
government personnel were also being reconsidered and modified through re-training, 
exposure visits and continuous interaction of forestry staff with various INGOs,
bilateral projects, independent researchers and other specialists. It was the hope of the 
donors who sponsored the re-orientation trainings that the old top-down police-like 
roles of foresters could be transformed into more facilitative and consultative roles of 
working to support and encourage CFUG operations as the new locus of local forest 
resource management. (See Case Study 1 on Community Forestry.)

7.3 FECOFUN’s organizational structure 

After FECOFUN was registered, a constitution was written with provision to establish 
district chapters throughout the country. As the district chapters are recognized as an 
extension of the national FECOFUN, they need not be registered separately in the 
districts. While the CFUGs are required to work in close coordination with the 
District Forest Offices (DFOs), FECOFUN is entirely independent of government
except for the registration and renewal-related obligations that it must meet under the
NGO Registration Act. Nepal’s legislation and practice in this regard are good. 

The main objectives of FECOFUN are to network local CFUGs to help them expand 
and strengthen their legal rights over access, use and management of forest resources; 
to become, in short, what one analyst calls ‘catalytic, translocal organizations’.174 See 
Box 7.1.

The organization has seven-tiered structure including:

Á General Assembly, the supreme body of FECOFUN, consisting of equal 
representation by women and men from all the districts) elected for five years. 

Á National Executive Committee, the main executive body of the federation, 
comprised of one female and one male representative from each of the 14
Zones of Nepal),175 elected five years.

Á National Council, comprised of one male and one female representative from
each district and office bearers of the national executive committee, to serve
for 1 year.

Á Steering Committee, the main working committee, comprised of a chairperson, 

174 Veer 2003.
175 A zone is a politico-geographic division of the country consisting of a number of districts. There

are altogether 14 zones in Nepal.
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vice chairperson, member-secretary, plus three members selected by the 
national executive committee, to serve for five years. 

Á Zonal Coordination Committee, whose members serve for two years. 

Á District Branch Committees, whose members serve for four years. 

Á Range Post Level Committees, whose members serve for three years. 

The FECOFUN today has a secretariat consisting of 20 full-time central working 
committee members, 17 full time technical and logistic support staff and nine 
temporary field staff. FECOFUN puts a high priority in involving disadvantaged and 
typically socially-excluded persons, especially women, among its officers and staff. 
The FECOFUN Constitution requires that 50 percent of all positions at all levels must
be filled by women. There are, today, 14 women in the Executive Committee, and 
another seven women working on the central staff.176 These units and persons 
coordinate and organize activities at central, regional (sub-national) and local levels in 
collaboration with a number of donor and technical support organizations. An
advisory board, consisting of NGO activists and forestry project staff, provides 
guidance and inputs to the organization, and legal services are provided, as needed, to 
FECOFUN member groups both locally and nationally.

Recently, further questions over the representation, empowerment and social
inclusion of poor, marginalized and disadvantaged groups other than of women (i.e. 
of ethnic minorities and Dalit artisan castes) have been raised within the federation.
Thus, access of the normally socially-excluded groups is now high on the agenda.
This includes their representation on the federation’s advisory board and the 
strengthening of good governance in these regards within local CFUGs.

According to the FECOFUN constitution, district chapters are formed when there are 
at least ten CFUGs registered as members of FECOFUN. Rangepost chapters may
also be formed. Any CFUG with a registered constitution and an approved operational
plan is eligible to join the federation. At the time of affiliation, each group pays a 
registration fee of 235 rupees (approximately $3), and an annual membership renewal 
fee of 100 rupees. In the case of district and range post level chapters, 60 percent of 
the group registration fee is transferred back from the central office to the district 
chapters (40 percent in support of range post chapter operations, and 20 percent for 
district operations).

As of August 2003, FECOFUN had chapters in all but one of the nation’s 75 
districts. Federation membership has increased from 638 CFUGs in 1996 to 10,500 in 
2003. In less than a decade, it has grown into truly representative national federation
of forest user groups, from the original ad hoc committee of a few dozens groups at 
its start. In 2001, the Federation held its second general assembly. 

The FECOFUN’s size and scale of activities are also indicated by the amount of 
financial resources it requires and mobilizes annually. In 2000-2001 fiscal year, for
instance, it spent 6.5 million rupees (approximately $87,000) on administration and 
programs. Of this amount, less than four percent came from the Federation’s internal 

176 These figures of FECOFUN officers and staff are as of September 2003. Compare the high number
(50 percent) of women on the FECOFUN Executive Committee with less than three percent
female staff in Nepal’s civil service.
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sources (e.g., from membership fees and publication sales) and 96 percent was raised 
as donor grants. Although this indicates great donor interest in the federation and its
activities, raising more internal contributions to make FECOFUN financially 
sustainable is one of its greatest challenges, as such a heavy dependence on donors is
considered undesirable in the long run. The move away from donor dependence to 
empowering member communities to support the federation would be a very positive
move. In actuality, FECOFUN depends on only a few main donors, and its leadership 
actively seeks to avoid creating or reflecting a donor agenda or project structure. 
Dependence on donor funding, however, is problematic, and ways in which the 
federation can become more self-sufficient are now under discussion. 

7.4 FECOFUN’s main areas of activity 

In the past few years, FECOFUN's activities have been oriented mainly towards
strengthening local institutions and advocating for the maintenance of local rights
regarding access, use, management and sharing the benefits of forest resources,
according to the standing legislation. FECOFUN activities have had considerable
influence on the conditions, processes and outcomes of forest management at the local 
level, and on contentious forest policy changes at the national level. They include: (a)
advocacy and critical awareness among members, (b) the promotion of community
forestry support services, and (c) participation by the forest resource user constituency 
in the policy development process.

FECOFUN has also established collaboration with diverse groups of institutions,
particularly with international NGOs, to facilitate the delivery of needed services at 
the local level. It is an active player in all key deliberations and processes of forestry
at the national level, such as the influential Forestry Sector Coordination Committee
(FSCC), the Nepal Participatory Action Network (NEPAN), and the Nepal N-Timber
Forest Product (NTFP) Network (NNN), and locally in the few district where they
operate, as members on District Forest Coordination Committees (DFCCs).177

Before the emergence of FECOFUN as a CFUG federation, all community forestry
extension services were delivered through the Department of Forests and bilateral 
projects. The federation, for its part, has provided information and awareness-raising 
services from the citizen’s perspective and addressing citizen needs, activities that
differ from those conducted by DFOs, donor funded projects and most other NGOs. 
The federation has helped local community groups to develop critical awareness of 
their legal rights and of technical services. It has highlighted the demand for 
appropriate forest management services at the local level. Key service areas promoted
by FECOFUN include CFUG formation, institutional strengthening and technical 
capacity-building. Some awareness-raising activities have been tailored to specific 
government plans, proposals, ministerial directives and government orders that are
considered detrimental to local interests and to the long-term sustainability of the 
forest ecosystem. One prominent example is FECOFUN’s successful campaign
against the government turning over management of forests to private companies, thus 
retaining access rights for local communities. FECOFUN has also challenged the
legality of the First Amendment to the Forest Act of 1993, which gives authority to 

177 See Case Study 1, §1.5: Community Forestry Actors and Roles/Local Government Bodies.
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DFOs to punish users’ group committee members. FECOFUN’s view is that this
amendment violates the users’ judiciary rights by changing committee members’
responsibilities from the users to the DFO. And, in another case, the federation framed
a legal challenge against a Cabinet Decision of May 2000 which placed a 40 percent 
tax on forest products sold outside of the user group.178 The challenge was heard in 
the Nepal Supreme Court, and early in 2003 the court ruled that the tax had been 
levied without following proper procedures and was struck down, whereupon the
MFSC legally reinstated it in the form of a temporary Ministerial Directive. In other
instances, FECOFUN’s role has been more successful.

Thus, FECOFUN’s awareness-raising activities have helped to challenge and, in some 
instances, change some of the negative imbalance in traditional patron-client
relationship between the central government and local user groups, a relationship 
perpetuated by the Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation. Direct action and 
information services supplied by the federation have helped to strengthen and 
maintain legal and customary rights in regard to community forest resources. 

In recent years, the role of government in community forest management has been 
highly contested, especially involving the confusing government orders, ministerial
directives, cabinet decisions, circulars, and guidelines that CFUG members and others 
believe to be regressive and counter to the spirit of the original CF legislation. Due in 
part to FECOFUN’s activism in these instances, and that of other NGOs and advocacy 
forums, support of the Ministry to the FECOFUN has remained limited, and the two 
appear at times to act as ‘the government’ and ‘the opposition’. Nonetheless, this
situation has served positively to provide a necessary checks-and-balance mechanism
for maintaining democratic governance over the nation’s forest resources. These are 
types of contestations are very good indications of ‘Democracy at work’ and a clear 
indication that the process of policy making is moving in a positive direction.

Since FECOFUN’s First General Assembly in 1996, the federation’s presence has 
been felt in the agendas and programs of most institutions working in the forestry
sector, and the name ‘FECOFUN’ is found in almost all community forestry-related 
reports and documents in Nepal. Principle forestry sector donors such as the World
Bank, DFIC, SDC, SNV, USAID and others. Even the International Centre for
Integrated Mountain Research (ICIMOD) in Kathmandu and the Regional 
Community Forestry Training Centre for Asia and the Pacific (RECOFTC) in 
Bangkok have recognized the valuable contributions of FECOFUN in bringing local 
perspectives into national policy processes and have provided various levels of 
funding to support the federation’s work. Along with other NGO alliances, including 
such influential groups as HIMAWANTI (Himalayan Grassroots Women’s Natural 
Resource Management Association),179 FECOFUN has brought new consultative and 

continued-

178 N.K. Shrestha 2001.
179 HIMAWANTI is a remarkable organization, a network of grassroots women from across the

Hindu Kush-Himalayan region dedicated to the protection and development of natural resources. It
provides a forum for women to share experiences and evolve strategies, and to strengthen
communications and alliances among themselves as the main users and conservators of forest, land 
and water resources (Bhatia 2001). HIMAWANTI is an active player in Nepal, in the development
of women’s affairs and rights in association with natural resource management. It often works in
alliance with other NGOs and with FECOFUN on various women’s rights advocacy activities.
Two other NGOs which sometimes work with FECOFUN and are having an increasing influence
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participatory perspectives into the policy-making process, which were previously 
dominated by the government alone.

7.5 The Nepalese Federation of Forest Resource User Groups (NEFUG) 

In the second or third year after the emergence of FECOFUN, there were efforts by
some groups to split FECOFUN or create parallel federations, but these were 
unsuccessful. In August 2001, however, a new and separate group calling itself the
Nepalese Federation of Forest Resource User Groups (NEFUG) was created. NEFUG 
was established as an umbrella federation to represent a more diverse group of forest
resource users than FECOFUN, including Soil and Water Conservation Groups, 
Buffer Zone Forest User Committees, Leasehold Forestry Groups, and Religious 
Forest User Groups. It was founded with the encouragement of government officers in 
the Ministry of Forest and Soil Conservation and its various departments. While 
NEFUG also appears to be an indigenously inspired organization, its tacit relationship 
with the ministry stands in marked contrast with the FECOFUN’s entirely
independent operations that are often in contestation with the government and its 
policies.

NEFUG held its first general assembly in October 2002. Twenty members were 
elected to the executive committee, with equal representation from female and male
members. In addition, the executive committee also nominates seven additional
members. At present, NEFUG maintains contact in approximately 55 districts, but 
formal committees have been established only in 24 districts, with ad hoc committees
in another 22 districts. About nine more districts are in regular contact but, as yet, 
their membership is not formalized.180

NEFUG has evolved as an alternative platform for forest resource user groups with a 
wider potential membership, but the scale of the institution and its influence in the 
discourse on policy and management of forest resources has not reached the level of 
significance as that of the FECOFUN. By comparison, the size of FECOFUN, the
scale of its activities and its area of operations have all progressively expanded to 
embrace the social, institutional and political spheres of the forestry sector.

7.6 Conclusions

What is significant about FECOFUN from a development actor perspective is that it 
represents the emergence of a new institution that is influencing the direction and
content of policy processes in a significant way. This is an institutional innovation 
that has come from within Nepal to represent ‘the voice’ of CFUGs in challenging
government. The emergence of NEFUG as a new actors on the development stage is 
different. It is more like a group which is helping in better implementation of declared 
government policy. We feel that NEFUG, too, is playing an important role by repre-
senting a variety of other forest resource user groups besides only CFUGs.

on policy processes in the forestry sector are SAWTEE (South Asia Workshop on Trade,
Economics and Environment) and Pro-Public.

180 These figures for NEFUG membership are as of September 2003.
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8. CASE STUDY 4 - Entrepreneurship and access: handmade paper from 
lokta bark 

Handmade paper is a high value Nepali handicraft product produced from the fibrous 
inner bark of a high altitude shrub of the species Daphne, called ‘lokta’ in Nepali. 
Handmade paper making relies on access to and a ready supply of lokta bark, a 
forest resource, as well as the skills of traditional paper makers and block printers to 
make the paper products. To sustain the industry, it also requires a reliable market. 
Lokta comes from high mountain forests of Nepal, the paper makers dwell in rural 
villages nearby, and the block printing skills necessary to convert the paper into 
saleable products – cards, stationery, art paper, boxes and bags, for example – are 
found largely within the Kathmandu valley. Over the past quarter century, handmade 
paper products from Nepal have become well known internationally. This case study 
describes, in part, why the industry has been so successful, and demonstrates that
socially-responsible entrepreneurship along with environmentally-sustainable
methods of resource harvesting and processing are important in maintaining an 
industry dependent on an alternate forest resource (AFR). It also demonstrates how 
private entrepreneurs have helped promote equitable access for women, especially, to 
a forest resource-based paper production enterprise. The description of the paper 
making enterprise takes up with a donor-funded project begun in 1980, but goes on to 
describe how the handmade paper industry of today, which has gone far beyond the 
project level and is now dominated by innovative and socially-responsible private 
entrepreneurs and NGOs.

8.1 Introduction

In 1980, encouraged by the success of the (then) newly created Small Farmer
Development Program and by a long felt need to rejuvenate the failing handmade
paper industry in rural Nepal, the United Nations Children's Fund (UNICEF) launched 
an innovative ‘Community Development Through the Production of Handmade Paper 
Project’. The overall aim of the project was to revive and revitalize papermaking and 
block-printing traditions as an economic base for community development. The
Agricultural Development Bank of Nepal (ADB/N) managed the project nationally as
part of the FAO/UNDP’s Asia-wide Small Farmer Development Programme (SFDP).
It combined economic and community development functions with both rural and 
urban components, with the objective of rejuvenating a centuries old but languishing 
tradition of paper making and expanding it through an innovative paper craft 
production process.181

Nepal’s handmade craft paper is made from the fibrous inner bark of a high altitude 
shrub called lokta (Daphne spp.), an alternative forest resource (AFR) of considerable 
importance in the subsistence economies of many poor rural Nepalese households. 
Lokta paper is noted for its long lasting qualities and resistance to insects and mildew.
Historically, it was a single purpose product used primarily by government for record 
keeping. Since at least the twelfth century AD handmade paper has been produced in 

181 UNICEF 1980 and ADBN 1982. Much of the material that informs this case study is adapted from
Messerschmidt 1988 and 1995, and Biggs and Messerschmidt n.d. (forthcoming). The origins and
growth of the industry have also recently been described in a popular local newspaper (Newar
2003).
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traditional ways at several locations in the rural hill districts of Nepal. For years, the 
most renowned paper came from around the central Nepal trading town of Baglung. 
By as early as the 1930s, however, handmade paper production was in decline due to
imports from Tibet, and by the 1960s the traditional Nepalese industry was virtually 
moribund due to even more serious competition from the import of machine made
papers from India. By 1980, only a few families in Baglung and neighbouring Parbat
District communities still retained knowledge of the traditional production process.

During the 1970s as tourism began to grow in Nepal, interest in this traditional craft 
product began to rise, so that by the end of that decade there was encouraging
evidence of new market potential. It was in this climate of optimism and innovation 
that UNICEF and the ADB/N-SFDP launched the project. The ultimate goal was to
provide community development in the rural component primarily for lokta cutters 
and paper makers and new employment opportunities (poverty reduction) within both
a rural and an urban component. To that end, the project included creation of the
urban-based paper craft products manufacturing unit, the Bhaktapur Craft Printers 
(BCP), in the Kathmandu valley.

In 1985, two industrial developments occurred that brought significant change and 
improvement to the industry. One was the introduction of Japanese technologies 
employing both energy- and resource-efficient factory methods, while continuing the 
labour-intensive craft product production system. Japan had a long-established 
tradition of its own for manufacturing handmade paper crafts using daphne bark fibre-
based paper, about which Nepali producers were only vaguely aware. A key aspect of
the Japanese technology is a method (previously unknown in Nepal) of using recycled 
lokta paper trimmings and scraps.

In 1985, the Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) approached the Nepal 
government to suggest that it introduce Nepali producers to the Japanese technology. 
And, JICA took interested Nepali entrepreneurs to Japan for training. Simultaneously, 
General Paper Industries (now known as Get Paper Industries, or GPI) was founded as
Nepal’s first major private hand-made paper making company. It was also the first to 
adopt the Japanese technology for these and other key steps in the development of the
industry.

GPI began by using BCP’s lokta scraps for its raw material, and started marketing its 
lokta products to international buyers whom BCP was unable to supply.182 After BCP
adopted the Japanese recycling technology in 1991, its scrap lokta was no longer 
available to GPI, whereupon GPI sought alternative sources of lokta paper from paper
makers in districts other than those exclusively contracted to BCP. GPI also increased
its use of recycled fibres from other sources than lokta.

In 1991, two BCP employees, one a previous general manager and the other a 
technician, left the project and joined the private sector.183 They founded the company

182 From the beginning, GPI’s primary international buyer has been The Body Shop International. For
more information, see <www.gpinepal.com> and <www.thebodyshop.com>. As other private
sector producers joined the industry, they found many other interested international buyers.

183 The term ‘private sector’ here includes both for-profit companies, NGOs and a Nepali hybrid. This
is a situation where a private company legally diverts a percentage of its profits to an 
independently registered NGO.
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Nepali Paper Products P. Ltd. (NPP). During the 1990s, other entrepreneurs (some of
whom also had BCP experience) saw the growing international market and joined the
private sector, registering as private companies or as NGOs. In less than 15 years,
these new private sector enterprises, taken together, have far outstripped the ongoing 
project/BCP operations in number of lokta cutters, rural paper makers and factory 
employees, and in overall outputs and marketing. In 2002, BCP contributed about 
16% of the total international exports of the handmade paper industry. UNICEF’s 
Greeting Cards Operation (GCO) still remains BCP’s primary wholesale market,
accounting for approximately 90 percent of BCP’s sales, under an exclusive contract. 
BCP first began searching for alternative markets when, during the 1996/97 seasons, 
the GCO briefly cancelled its international orders. Since then, BCP has been
developing a range of alternative international markets. The privatization of BCP has
also been discussed, but has not taken place; it still maintains links with UNICEF.

8.2 Institutional moves to enhance access 

As the overall handmade paper production and marketing industry expanded during 
the 1990s and early 2000s, several developments beyond the UNICEF project 
changed the future of this AFR-based industry. These developments have enhanced
potential access of its private entrepreneurs and NGOs, and their employees both rural 
and urban, to the resource base and to the industry’s development processes.

Government involvement

As the overall handmade paper production and marketing industry expanded during 
the 1990s and early 2000s, a number of government and international agencies and 
private sector organizations and associations also became integrally involved in the 
industry, in such functions as the regulation of employment practices, quality control, 
fair trade and export practices, and concern for maintaining a sustainable resource 
base. Government agencies involved include the Department of Small and Cottage 
Industries and the Trade Promotion Centre. The Nepal Chamber of Commerce and the 
Federation of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and Industry are also involved.

There is also the Handicraft Association of Nepal (HAN), founded in 1972, a
government sponsored organization which has played an important role in industry 
development. HAN looks after a wide range of handicraft sectors in addition to 
handmade paper. It serves as a business certification agency, conducts technical 
trainings, workshops and seminars, provides members with information on trade and 
export policy, publishes promotional materials, and sponsors and participates in trade 
missions, exhibitions and craft competitions. It also lobbies for improved government
services. HAN is financed by a small tax on the sales of its member units. In one way 
or another, these government organizations have played facilitating roles in the 
development of the industry.

Entrepreneurial innovations

From the perspective of this study, it is the innovative behaviour of the handmade
paper making entrepreneurs, themselves, which is most interesting. They have
recently founded the Nepal Handmade Paper Association (HANDPASS) in 1996 as a 
private business service organization designed to strengthen and promote the overall
business enterprise. The creation of HANDPASS marked a significant change in the 
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management and overall conduct of the industry. Thirty-two companies are registered 
members of HANDPASS. The organization has a graduated membership fee based on 
a company’s ability to pay. Its main objectives are to (a) develop mutual
understanding and fraternity amongst the handmade paper producers’ group and 
product manufacturers; (b) develop and promote paper making enterprises in rural 
areas and improve the lifestyle of low income communities; (c) ensure that the 
handmade paper making industry continues to be an environmentally sustainable and 
socially desirable enterprise; (d) help paper manufacturers in product development
and marketing, as well as in skill enhancement; and (e) promote handmade paper as
one of Nepal’s leading export items.

HANDPASS assists rural and urban paper makers, craft producers, exporters and 
product sellers by providing information, consulting services and technical advice in 
order to assure maintenance of paper and product quality. It also lobbies government
on industry concerns. It conducts workshops, seminars, training programs and 
exhibitions, carries out market surveys and research, and publishes bulletins, a 
newsletter and other informative materials. In short, it is a strong access-support 
organization that looks after the concerns of its membership, and their employees and 
associated communities.

The socially responsible behaviour of the industry came from three types of social 
entrepreneurs (as actors or ‘drivers’ for change). (a) One includes such NGOs as 
Mahaguthi and Sana Hastakala, which are members of Nepal’s Fair Trade Group 
(FTG). (b) Another is Lotus Holdings, an umbrella business service organization that 
promotes the concept of corporate social responsibility. It has been instrumental in 
helping to establish HANDPASS, and one of the private handmade paper companies,
Lotus Paper Crafts, abides by the Social Code of Conduct drawn up by Lotus 
Holdings. (c) The third is the unique, socially responsible behaviour of several of the 
major handmade paper private companies, whereby they divert 25 percent of profits
to NGOs concerned with community development, community health, social 
inclusion and gender equity. 

Recently, HANDPASS and HAN joined the Swiss/Nepal Small Industries Promotion
Program184 to organize a two-day seminar on ‘Lokta Production and Handmade Paper 
Making in Nepal: Problems and Way Out’. One of the main issues discussed was the 
need to further develop international markets for lokta paper. Following this, Nepal’s 
Trade Promotion Centre put the HANDPASS leadership in touch with an independent 
Dutch consultancy, which specialises in developing outlets for handicraft products in 
European markets, that helped the industry prepare a sector marketing plan.

Overall, the creation and expansion of the handmade paper and craft products industry
beyond the original UNICEF project, along with allied social services, is a positive 
and remarkable story of Nepalese entrepreneurship. The industry’s current emphasis
on fair trade ethics is closely allied with its expressions of social responsibility and
environmental sustainability. This is where the issues of access come prominently into

184 The Small Industry Promotion Programme (SIP-P) is a joint project of the government of Nepal
and Swisscontact (a Swiss NGO). The SIP-P facilitates small industry cooperation with local 
chambers of commerce, trade associations, producer groups and service delivery organizations for
the development of selected sectors including handicrafts.
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play. The private and NGO entrepreneurs of this industry are showing how business 
entrepreneurship as well as social entrepreneurship is affecting their behaviour.

8.3 Issues of access 

Issues of access in the handmade paper industry of Nepal focus around two points: (a) 
access to the raw materials, the lokta resource in the forests at the micro level that
serve as the fundamental basis of the entire industry, and (b) access to safe, healthy
and empowering employment and decision-making at the macro level.

Access to the basic forest resource 

Access to the lokta resource is the crucial first step in the development and
maintenance of the handmade paper industry, followed by access to employment in 
the initial stages of paper making, then in the block-printing activities, and finally to 
international markets. To understand the overall industry, it is necessary to review the 
cycle of harvesting, paper making, value added production, and marketing; in short, 
the entire handmade paper market chain: 

There are four main steps: 

1. Harvesting the raw material, lokta bark, by high altitude cutters in the rural 
districts, who sell it to nearby village paper-makers.

2. Processing the lokta in the villages, by cooking it over wood fires then sun-
drying it on cotton mesh stretched between wooden frames to produce thin 
paper sheets. The process requires ample fuelwood and potash derived from 
wood ash. When dry, the paper is graded, bundled and transported to urban 
factories.

3. Producing value-added craft products from the paper using traditional block
printing techniques to create cards, stationery, art papers, boxes, bags, etc. The
product has been enhanced over time by the introduction of technological 
innovations (mostly of Japanese origin) to increase energy savings and 
mechanical efficiency, and to improve attractiveness, quality and saleability.
These production processes are primarily urban, involving scores of city 
dwellers and, by extension, their families.

4. Marketing. The original UNICEF sponsored project marketed its products 
through the agency’s Greeting Cards Operation in Geneva, Switzerland. As
private entrepreneurs entered the industry, however, new international markets
have opened up, as well as the important local tourist market within Nepal.

When the original UNICEF-sponsored project began, the lokta resources were 
harvested exclusively from Hatiya forest in Baglung District, the paper makers
dwelled in the villages of Pang and Nanglibang in neighbouring Parbat District, and
the block-printers and marketing arm of the enterprise was located in urban
Kathmandu valley. Eventually, the project was expanded to include lokta cutters and 
paper makers in nearby Myagdi and Lamjung Districts, and more factories in the city. 
Today, across the entire industry, lokta harvesting and rural paper making is found in 
16 hill districts, supplying a number of urban factories, large and small.

In the early 1980s, UNICEF engaged a team of forest scientists to study lokta ecology 
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and growth in order to inform project administrators and rural participants of the most
sustainable management and harvesting techniques. They recommended specific 
strategies, such as rotational cutting and care in cutting the lokta stems to protect the
roots for proper coppicing. They conducted training with cutters and paper making
groups for drawing up resource management plans. The project also established small
woodlots as a source of fuelwood for cooking the lokta pulp, or ‘bast’, from which the
paper is made. The foresters’ guidance has been followed to date with only slight
variation.185 Lokta resource sustainability remains a high priority concern within the
industry. Villager access to lokta-rich forests is an important first step in a long string 
of household subsistence strategies of rural and urban dwellers.

Access to markets 

There are now over 300 handmade paper units registered with the Small and Cottage 
Industries Department, of which only 170 are currently active. Most of their products
are for export. Total exports in 2001/02 were worth about US$3.5 million,
demonstrating that this is a major activity involving an important forest-based 
resource. Since the late 1990s, all handmade paper product exports (lokta-based and 
other) have increased by an average of 26 percent per year.

The industry is currently dominated by two companies, GPI and NPP, each of which 
contributed about 27 percent to total official exports in 2001/02. Their major markets
are in the USA, UK, France and Japan.186 By one recent estimate, the handmade paper 
industry provides employment for 4,155 families, or about 21,000 persons, with
women making up 80 percent of those employed.187 This may seem a small impact on 
poverty in absolute numbers, but in an industry where (typically) whole rural and 
urban neighbourhoods or communities are engaged, it has significant local socio-
economic impacts. As a potential model of access and entrepreneurship for emulation
elsewhere. Here spin-off effects become all the more important. While we do not 
claim that this industry’s labour intensive employment practices fully address Nepal’s 
wider poverty alleviation needs, support for initiatives of this kind in other sectors 
(e.g., horticulture, livestock, local tourism) would go a long ways in that direction. 

More important than the statistics, however, is the quality and conditions of 
employment among those who work in this industry. Regarding benefits to the poor, 
especially the poorest of the poor – concerns that are consistently raised today by 
development actors – the apparent positive outcomes of the original UNICEF project
and of the subsequent industrial growth remains open for deeper empirical analysis. 
But, there has been a documented increase in employment and it remains a labour-
intensive enterprise, thus affording employment opportunities, from the harvesting of 
lokta, to paper making, to the production of finished paper-based crafts, to the 
preparation for marketing and export. Most, if not all, processing of lokta takes place 

185 Forestry Services 1983a,b, Development Associates 1997 and Acharya 2003.
186 These export figures are based on information supplied by HAN and HANDPASS, and in Dangol

(2003). The official HANDPASS figures for the export of handmade paper of all types from Nepal
is only about US$3 million. This is less than the $3.5 million overall estimate because they do not
include BCP’s exports, which come under a separate arrangement. The BCP’s exports make up 16
percent of all exports. When added to the others, the NPP and GPI contributions are reduced to 22
percent each.

187 Dangol 2003.
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in Nepal, and much of this is in rural areas. In the original project, the primary
poverty concern was with the welfare of poor small farmers and, as was shown in an 
earlier study,188 many poorer farmers graduated rather quickly to a better economic
status. While a fuller analysis is still needed to assess the overall project outcomes, we 
would be surprised if the assessment did not confirm a continuing beneficial effect on 
poverty reduction. A 1995 evaluation of the UNICEF-supported project, which looked 
at project effects on the welfare of poor women and children, clearly shows 
substantial positive improvements at that time.189

Outside of the project, the private companies and NGOs are creating ‘socially 
responsible’ codes of conduct. This means that for this sector of the economy poverty 
reduction activities (social inclusion, education, health) are being actively 
implemented on a day-to-day basis as part of the larger business enterprise and
transactions.

8.4 Discussion

Handmade paper making is a very good example of a non-agricultural source of 
income among poorer rural people. It is part of an overall complex pattern of income
sources. It is interesting that it was a small farmer development project in the late
1970s, one the explicitly targeted the very poor, that stimulated revival of the ancient 
Nepalese paper making industry. While non-farm rural livelihoods have now become 
a mainstream concern of many donors, it is worth noting that these sources of
livelihoods have been recognized and policies and programmes organized for their 
support in this particular industry, now, for more than two decades in Nepal.

In rural areas, where micro-enterprise based on lokta and other resources is important,
more attention is now being given to alternative forest resources (AFRs) than ever
before. AFRs provide important sources of rural incomes and livelihoods, based on 
natural forest resources.190 The source of livelihood has been in existence for a long
time in Nepal, but to nurture it and help the industry grow many complex productions, 
marketing and institutional issues have to be taken into account. What is significant 
here is that it has been largely the private sector that has now taken the lead (away
from the project) in creating some of the most relevant policies and institutions, i.e., 
the necessary ‘social capital’, at the national level to make the long-term sustainability 
of this industry, hence access to employment by the poor, more likely.

At the macro institutional and policy level, the case study illustrates that Nepal’s
existing trade policies, regulatory practices and trade promotion agencies have helped 
promote this dramatic recent growth of the handmade paper industry (this is said 
against a background of repeated criticisms of ‘the Nepal government’). It is evident 
that the government and certain quasi-governmental organizations such as the 
Department of Small and Cottage Industries, the Handicrafts Association of Nepal, 

188 Messerschmidt 1988.
189 New Era 1995.
190 For more on the importance of AFRs in rural livelihoods (besides Messerschmidt and Hammett

1998) see Arnold 1998, Fisseha 1987, Nurse and Paudel 2003, Ruis Pérez and Arnold 1996,
Townson 1995. Recently, a new project (Business Development Services for Non-Timber Forest
Products, Nepal/BNSN) funded by USAID, designed to support business initiatives has started up.
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the Federation of Nepalese Chambers of Commerce and the Trade Promotion Centre 
have been especially helpful and responsive in facilitating positive developments
within the industry.191

In many of the current debates, sustainability is often singularly restricted to concern
with natural resources and the effects of projects and development on ‘the 
environment’. As we have seen, the sustainability of the natural resources (daphne 
forests) was a major concern of the project from the start. The changes in forest
management technologies and methods reflect an interesting development that 
appears to increase economic efficacy while, at the same time, maintains the resource.

The history of the paper making industry over the past two decades contains some
interesting lessons concerning economic sustainability. Paradoxically, however, it 
appears that the project continues to carry with it some classic ‘infant industry 
problems’. From the very beginning, a key feature in project sustainability was the 
role that UNICEF’s Greeting Cards Operation played in providing an assured market.
The BCP still relies on this exclusive special client to buy 90 percent of its products.
Prior to the BCP’s marketing crisis of 1996/97, the BCP managers acted totally 
rationally from a financial business perspective: Why develop alternative markets
when you have an guaranteed one? By today’s criteria of long-term financial
sustainability of projects, however, for BCP to continue under these circumstances
places it in an extremely vulnerable position. Were the project to be critically 
evaluated today, under current development criteria, it would be expected to have a
program for phasing UNICEF out of BCP operations and/or developing an aggressive 
BCP privatization plan. 

It is the institutional sustainability issues that make this case study so interesting.
Much of the contemporary development discourse speaks of promoting good 
governance, civil society, policies and institutions that promote rural livelihoods for 
the poor. This case study shows how innovative social entrepreneurs in Nepal are 
actually already doing this. Because it is a dynamic indigenous process we argue it is 
institutionally sustainable. This compares to institutional models that are transferred
from elsewhere, or models that are relevant only to the ‘special conditions’ of 
adaptive research or donor projects.

The current trend in development circles is to move away from special projects and
focus more on sector support programs.192 If we ask what implications our analysis
has for such a change, we can answer that it both supports it and refutes it. In a 
strange way the original project was a well prepared but classic special 
‘demonstration project’. It’s designers may not have realized this, though, because it 
was not designated nor implemented as a demonstration. The fact that the project
demonstrated that handmade papermaking could be financially and economically

191 Aid donors and government officials alike might learn some useful lessons on how to facilitate 
pro-poor growth from some of the government regulations and markets already in place. By the 
same token, a full analysis of some of the other rapidly growing rural sectors, such as horticulture
and dairy in different parts of the economy, will find that these, to varying extents are the
outcomes of earlier government policies programs and projects, sometimes involving donor
partners.

192 See Hanley (2001) for an account for why projects are seen as a problem, but also why donors and
recipients often do not want to lose them.

82



Policy, processes and practices

viable is one of the main reasons why there now exists a rapidly growing labour 
intensive, socially responsible and environmentally friendly industry in the private 
sector. If the project had not existed, it is unlikely that the industry would have 
developed in the way it has.

That it was a special project can be seen in certain aspects of its original design. Not
only were new institutions formed at the village level, based on pre-existing local 
social arrangements, but also new and innovative changes were made in the ADB/N 
to facilitate the new types of loans to very poor people and to provide a wide range of 
other support services for community development activities in participating
communities. And, the Bhaktapur Craft Producers was established to which the rural 
paper makers sold their product, out of the profits of which the project’s rural 
community development works were funded.

Over time, this special project has had very large and important ‘spill-over effects’.
Early on, the project was judged a ‘success’ in part because handmade paper units in
villages had been established and participating farmers incomes and lives had
improved. One of the reasons for rural success was because it was ‘nested’ within a 
larger industry- and a program-wide framework. But, it seems that the industry wide 
‘success’ has come about, not because of the project but as a result of the Nepalese 
social entrepreneurs in the industry. For example, as far as we know there were no 
plans in the original project to estimate the lokta potential for the entire country, nor
to forecast a potential international market for handmade paper products, nor plans to 
stimulate the wider lokta industry in the private sector. In this sense, the current shift
to broader sectoral and programmatic views of development policy and intervention is 
welcome. This case study supports the view that ‘good’ projects can be useful, 
provided that they are located within a broader program level set of long-term 
contextual considerations. 

8.5 Conclusions

From the perspective of this study, which focuses on the role of development actors in 
promoting access to natural resources by poor and marginalized groups, there are
some important lessons: 

1) Beginning in 1980, a project supported by UNICEF under the Small Farmers
Development Programme (SFDP), launched a handmade paper project 
focussed on poverty reduction, community development and rural livelihood 
goals. According to assessments of the project, it achieved major positive
results.

2) The rise of a socially responsible culture within the handmade paper industry, 
while not inconsistent with the earlier project, was driven by social 
entrepreneurs from within the industry, rather than as an outgrowth of the 
project.

3) It was these social entrepreneurs who created a new institutional innovation, a 
guild-like association called HANDPASS, which is now the industry’s main
business service organization. 
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4) While little attention in the past has been given by major donors, who have 
influenced forestry policy processes and development practice, to the 
development of industries around the alternative forest resources (AFRs),
there has grown an industry that meets many of the criteria for poverty 
reduction, access to resources by the poor and social inclusion goals. While 
some of these positive outcomes may not fit frameworks of access to natural 
resources being explored by the leasehold forestry project (Case Study 2), they 
certainly come within a broader definition of concerns with rural livelihoods 
for poorer groups, social inclusion and long-term sustainable socially 
responsible behaviour in Nepal. 

5) New actors and project staff in the development arena, especially those 
dealing with forest resources, would do well to learn first from this and other
initiatives in Nepal that have already addressed access and social inclusion
issues, before embarking on new initiatives. We need to make these cautionary 
remarks because the evidence from the behaviour of many old style projects is
that there is often a lack of social science institutional analysis in their design, 
and a lack of initiative to learn from what has worked in the past, or to learn
from other projects and initiatives (private, NGO, donor and government)
going on around them.
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Further information about the LSP 
The Livelihood Support Programme (LSP) works through the following sub-programmes:

Improving people’s access to natural resources
Access of the poor to natural assets is essential for sustainable poverty reduction. The 
livelihoods of rural people with limited or no access to natural resources are vulnerable
because they have difficulty in obtaining food, accumulating assets, and recuperating after
shocks or misfortunes.

Participation, Policy and Local Governance
Local people, especially the poor, often have weak or indirect influence on policies that affect 
their livelihoods. Policies developed at the central level are often not responsive to local
needs and may not enable access of the rural poor to needed assets and services.

Livelihoods diversification and enterprise development
Diversification can assist households to insulate themselves from environmental and
economic shocks, trends and seasonality – in effect, to be less vulnerable. Livelihoods
diversification is complex, and strategies can include enterprise development.

Natural resource conflict management
Resource conflicts are often about access to and control over natural assets that are
fundamental to the livelihoods of many poor people. Therefore, the shocks caused by these
conflicts can increase the vulnerability of the poor.

Institutional learning 
The institutional learning sub-programme has been set up to ensure that lessons learned from
cross-departmental, cross-sectoral team work, and the application of sustainable livelihoods
approaches, are identified, analysed and evaluated for feedback into the programme.

Capacity building 
The capacity building sub-programme functions as a service-provider to the overall 
programme, by building a training programme that responds to the emerging needs and
priorities identified through the work of the other sub-programmes.

People-centred approaches in different cultural contexts
A critical review and comparison of different recent development approaches used in different 
development contexts is being conducted, drawing on experience at the strategic and field
levels in different sectors and regions.

Mainstreaming sustainable livelihoods approaches in the field
FAO designs resource management projects worth more than US$1.5 billion per year. Since
smallholder agriculture continues to be the main livelihood source for most of the world’s
poor, if some of these projects could be improved, the potential impact could be substantial.

Sustainable Livelihoods Referral and Response Facility
A Referral and Response Facility has been established to respond to the increasing number
of requests from within FAO for assistance on integrating sustainable livelihood and people-
centred approaches into both new and existing programmes and activities.

For further information on the Livelihood Support Programme, 
contact the programme coordinator:

Email:   LSP@fao.org 
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