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The Forestry Challenge in Nepal

Over the last two decades, the government of Nepal has handed over patches of forest to local
communities. These communities form Forest User Groups (FUGs), as part of the nation
wide community forestry programme supported by the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector
(1988), the Forest Act (1993) and the Forest Rules (1995). The main am of this programme
isto provide alegd bass for accessto forests by loca communities as a means to improving
livelihoods, as well asto reverse the trends of forest degradation and deforestation,

paticularly in the middle hills of the country.

Recent studies have demongtrated that the community forestry programme has, in many
instances, led to improved forest conditions. Neverthel ess, some studies have highlighted
problems of the under-utilisation of forests and of poor people having less access to the
benefits from community forests than the better off.

Community forestry implementation suffers from two main difficulties that have contributed

to these negative impacts. First, within FUGs, decision making has been centred around a
minority of dominant community members, who very often depend least on common

property forest resources. Field experience has adso shown that the Digtrict Forest Office and
Range Pogt g&ff often drive decisions through the dite members of the FUG, even including
the decision to form the FUG. Second, other organisationsinvolved in community forestry
face difficulties in identifying support services and skills that are appropriate and responsive
to the needs of FUGs and specific groups within them, and accordingly in understanding the
impacts of their current services and policies. Linked to this, communication between
stakeholders has been identified as a condtraint.

These problems highlight a need to enhance the ability of forest users to undertake two
crucid steps. They need to plan systematically for forest management on the basis of needs
analyses and forest resource-related socid, inditutional and economic factors. They aso need
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to demand services from, and provide feedback to other organisations, including the fidd
offices of Department of Forest.

This arena was the scene for our research on monitoring, which we initidly thought was the
missing piece that would enhance FUGS' ahilities to undertake effective forest management.
From November 2000-May 2001 we carried an intensive field research to develop a
monitoring process and indicators aiming at supporting forest management in five Stes (4
FUG stes and 1 non-FUG site) in the Kushmisera Range Post of Baglung district in West
Nepal.

Getting Started by Revising the Original Purpose

During the fidld research, the research team initidly invested much effort into finding
indicators to monitor. However, the team came to redlise that excessve focus on indicators
related to the project purpose left little time for looking at more important aspects of the
processes through which actua learning takes place within FUGs, and to which the targeted
indicators could be effectively linked. Without this, indicators would either be unidentifigble,
ingppropriate or Smply not cost effective.

Our research conssted of severd steps. Firdt, we piloted the work using a PAR approach in
Pdlo Pakha FUG. We gtarted by developing a generd understanding of and with the forest
users through meetings with key representatives, the committee and subsequently, in toles®,
with as many households as possible. From this, we asked each tole to select representatives
who would work with us on the detailed investigations in the next phase.

At thefirg representative’ s workshop, we first discussed the research purpose before moving

on to indicators. Firgtly, we found it difficult to get into the meaning of ‘monitoring’ and

‘indicator’. As the discussion progressed, it became obvious that there was difficulty in

understanding words such as ‘monitoring’ and ‘indicators . In literal trandation, monitoring and
indicators are ' ANUGAMAN’ and ‘ SUCHAK’, the Sanskrit words. In most of the cases these words
are used by Brahmin communities and rest of the community people rely on their interpretations. The
word ‘ANUGAMAN' is aso viewed rather negatively, by Forest Guards and local village dlite, as
senior officials from the national, regional and district headquarters have often come to assess local
work in the past. Even approximate local words or phrases relating to monitoring or investigation

have negative connotations, or are perceived as activities conducted only by officials and technicians.
Phrases such as'REKH DEKH' (‘keeping an eye on something’), 'LEKHAJOKHA' (weighing up and
writing), 'KHOJBIN' or 'CHHANBIN' (investigation - but usualy referring to investigating someone
else), were considered but do not help to develop a common understanding about the monitoring
process.

Secondly, we find difficulties to develop consensus about the meaning of ‘indicator' before
moving on to setting the ‘criterid for identifying indicators. Reflecting on it, we redised how
strongly the different interests among workshop participants shaped their perceptions on
indicators. While discussing the indicator on improved forest condition, we observed various
views onit. For an example, for amember of FUG who has rented a piece of land for grass
cutting (for her cattle to feed) she said good ground cover of grasses. Watch man of the forest
, put hisindicator asthe ‘forest cover where we can't see people moving insde the forest (in
aworkshop in Palo pakha FUG).

Subsequently we also saw that there was an imbaance in the representation of members
interests (and the interests of various groups within) in FUG planning aswell asin the

3 Toleisthe Nepali word for a hamlet or similar small settlement within alarger one. Itisnot dwayseasy toidentifytdesin
alarge village, though most peoplewill understand it to be cluster of about 10 to 20 houses. It isalso recognised asthe level
at which most informal communication takes place.



opportunities for FUGs to generate new knowledge through their forest management
activities. Thereislimited participation and/or no representation of various interest group
from within the FUG in annul planning mesting where, FUG takes decision on various
activities for the next year. As observed these meeting held among the FUGC* members and
range post staffs.

We redlised that to address this imbalance, we needed a process that would alow indicators
to be identified that reflect the variety of perceptions and interests amongst genera forest
users and committee members. These indicators would enable each interest group to andyse
trendsin their forest after establishing a basdline of information. The field experiences,
however, demonstrated that an undue focus on indicators at the level of development project
purpose and their need for devel oping monitoring indicators to assess planned activities
meant that it was difficult to address the many more important prerequisites. For example the
process of enhancing greater participation of various interest groups, development of
common understanding of meaning and defining the purpose of forest management is crucia
for effective and equitable management processes to be followed, without which indicators
would ether be unidentifiable, inappropriate or Smply not cost-effective.

The original purpose of the project was to assess the perceptions or expectations of various
stakeholders on common property forests and accordingly to identify indicators that would enable
these stakeholders to effectively plan for and monitor common property forest management. This
purpose had two underlying assumptions. Firtly, that local communities are firmly in control of their
community forest resources, following the identification of forests and their users and preparation of
operational (management) plans, as specified in the community forestry guidelines. Secondly, that
community forest users are aware of the government community forestry policy objectives, and that
all the aspects of forest management are considered in the forest user group’s operational plan.
Following on from these assumptions, the project originally proposed that a set of criteria and
indicators could be devel oped that would help to assess whether or not community forest is managed
as specified in the operational plan and that process used to arrive at such criteria and indicators could
be documented.

However, once the field research began, it became evident that the majority of the members, including
those belonging to the most active or strongest FUG, were not aware of the government community
forestry policy objectives. Apart from afew FUG committee officials, mainly the chairmen and
secretaries, very few people knew about the existence of operationa plans. Some people did not even
know that they had a community forest. Under such a situation, it would have made little sense to talk
about monitoring indicators.

The project purpose was consequently revised to allow spaces to develop and assess participatory
action and learning approaches to the management of common pool resources (CPR) and biodiversity
for sustaining livelihoods, including monitoring systems that enable various stakeholders to plan

forest management. Explicit monitoring systems at the level of local forest management are necessary
for two reasons: to enhance the internal action and learning processesin local forest management
ingtitutions (in particular FUGS) in pursuit of livelihood security and sustainable resource usage; and

to raise the prafile of local peopl€e's interests in stakeholder interaction, through a mutually active
monitoring interface, in order to improve the relevance of and accountability of interventions, service
delivery and policy formulation. This change was agreed with the donor (DFID) who has funded for
the origina purpose of the project.

* Forest user group committee(FUGC) is a executive body of a FUG elected by group membersin assembly
meeting



Subsequent Work in the Field

With this revised purpose, the research team facilitated the next steps of the field

investigations processes by first forming the research group®. Thiswas achieved by using a
group inquiry gpproach, during which the issues brought together from the tole were andysed
and discussed in order to develop a set of proposas for short-term and long-term solutions
and stting the clear objectives for each proposal. These proposals were then discussed by the
tol e representatives with the other households in their toles.

After this stage, dl the household members of dl the toles came together in an assembly
meeting of the FUG to decide on the priority issues, develop awork plan for each decision,
and plan ways for monitoring both implementation and impact. Where there was no
consensus on particular issues or where there was a clear need for further research, the
information requirements and method for researching the issue, were aso discussed. After
this, the FUGs started implementing decisions and monitoring progress. Thiswas only

partidly covered in the timeframe of our research project, hence our observations are only
partia and preliminary. We developed a one year follow-up plan to the research project in
order to gain some understanding of the sustainability of the process a both FUG aswell as
range post level and the constraints encountered by both the forest users and Range Post staff.

Thefull processis shown in Figure 1. The circles represent the core activities in the process
and the texts in the rectangles indicate the purpose of each activity.
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Identify critical issues issues procedures
Decisions on - Decide on information I Form sub-committees
consensual issues collection - Prepare action plan
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Implement action plan
Monitor & reflect

Source: Final technical report of the project, 2001

In each FUG, ateam of three members representing FUGC members and tole representatives
were formed in each FUGs. Smilarly ateam formed at range post level congsting member of
the range post staffs who involved in the process, Range post level users network
(FECOFUN). Finally, at the end of research project we along with tole representatives
andysed the research process and planned subsequent activities such as implementation of

® The research group differs from the executive committee in that the research group involves more people and these
representatives are supposed to change annually in future. Furthermore, theresearch group d so discussesthe committeeand
itsrelation to the rest of the group, and accordingly the committee is also regarded as a stakeholder group within the FUG




planned action, and research follow up. Thisinvolved reflection on the methods, tools and
techniques used, the sequence in which these were used, the role of the facilitators and
identifying how the methods, tools and techniques could be adapted in the future activities of
FUGs as well as Range post staff and users network at Range post leve.

Methodological Results

The core methodology that drove the monitoring fieldwork with community members from
the five Sites was participatory action research. We devel oped case studies to examine loca
level monitoring practices within the forest management planning framework. Our fidd
investigations focused on using methods that are inclusive of different peopl€'s needs and
interests, and that enable the users to learn from new experiences through monitoring. In the
beginning of the process in each group, we identified key issues and chalenges of
participation of the various interest groups within them, which then used to set up basic
norms to follow while representing the meetings and workshops. For example, representation
of women and minority sub-group such as occupationa castes and land less people. The
Range Pogt staff members were involved throughout the investigations in order to develop
their capacity to continue adapting the processin future.

Throughout the research, the core research team including tole representatives congtantly
assessed and reflected the usefulness of the methods and tools used, and accordingly adapted
the research methodology. A range of methods, tools, techniques and games were used
including resource and socid mapping, village and forest walks, Stuaion andyss (viaa

‘web diagram’), visioning, weslth rankings, focused group discussions, forest resource
asessment, sample plots etc. For example, wedlth ranking- initidly there was no use of
wedlth ranking in Bhane FUG, during the workshop, tole representatives used it to identify
the various category of forest product users subsequently it is used to see the representation
of wedlth categoriesin FUGC and tole representative themsalves. After the workshop, they
revisted the wealth ranking and reassessed it in various toles to adjust the changes.

The research led us to developing amore generic and ssimple process (see Figure 1) that can
enable forest usersin different locationsin the hills to identify priority issues relating to
forests and livelihoods, undertake critica inquiry and sdf-analys's, negotiate interests
(especidly of disadvantaged groups), and develop flexible plans that dlow for
experimentation, monitoring and review. The research team aso prepared a set of guiddines
for information requirements and data collection methods to assist facilitating organisations
undertaking this process with FUGs in the future.

The core elements of the methodology are very smple and replicable, and the process shows
the mgor steps, in terms of what activities to undertake, when, how and by whom. Once the
system isin place, the concerned FUG members will be able to use the process on their own
and adapt it to thelr loca circumatances. Although initidly some outside support will be
required to help initiate and facilitate the process, the involvement of outside facilitators can
decrease after this.

Aswe had FUG members aswd| as Range Post gaff involved in al stages of the research
activities, we were able to develop a practica process for monitoring that moved away from
the notion of indicator and has had local rdevance. A follow up study [Paude etal, 2003)
conducted in early 2003 indicated that there is a strong fedling of ownership amongst the
community members and Range Pogt staff over the monitoring system and the process of



developing it. The study showed that community groups were expanding the process to other
aspects of community development, such as school management.

The methodology thet we came to through our PAR processis different from the existing
gpproach for supporting FUGs in severd ways. It:

Reaches the mgority of FUG members, beyond the FUG committee officids, and
ensures that al the interest groups' views and concerns are taken into consideration.
In the past, FUGC has been taken granted to represent the FUG. It is because the
concept of interest group applied while forming executive body and few members of
group selected to represent the FUGC as the interest group such as minority
occupationd caste and women. There were no functiond tole mesetings though there
isaprovison of tole meetings. In one hand, this representation of interest group
parayzed the functioning of the tole and in other hand, these representatives were
selected from group they have no compliance with their tole hence they do not
represent any of the tole in terms of functiona relation. In this research, we
emphasize on the importance and need to involve al membersin the process which
regained the momentum. In our context, functiond socid relation exigs & the tole
level where effective communication, interpersona sharing and exchange happen.
These tole level meetings opened the door for awareness and more critica reflection
of the community forestry process

Provides a sequentid framework for information collection and andys's, explaining

the required actions and the objectives for each step or activity. As mentioned above,
there was no tole meetings for planning and reflection. FUGC smply collects
information as asked and required by range post and other development project steffs.
It is because there was no tole level meetings where the various issues of conflicts and
points for negotiation can be visble.

Explains the stage a which the interests of variousinterest groups and individuas
should be brought together for discusson and negatiation, and the ways in which this
can be done.

Promotes a ddliberate and practica strategy of communication between FUG and
variouslocd leve stakeholders, including the Range Post and Didtrict Forest Office.
Helps identify and pinpoint areas of uncertainty, knowledge gaps and practica
drategies for more ddliberate observation, experimentation and analysis for learning
Seeks to reduce asymmetry of power relations within the various groups within FUG,
aswdl as FUG and the government staff by promoting forums and platforms for the
open exchange of views and arguments



Key Lessons

Generdly, when development activities are facilitated by outsders — by they government
officias or donor-funded project staff — fieldworkers often impose indicators on client
organisations. Thisimposition is neither feasible nor useful for ether party. Our study
suggeststhat it is unredidtic to develop a systematic and hierarchica monitoring system that
combines indicators from dl different levels whilst ensuring the active participation of dl
stakeholders.

Therefore, the key lesson arising from this case study isthat an externdly construed
indicator-oriented monitoring process does not necessarily help the learning and planning
process of not only loca actors but aso those operating at higher spheres of decision making
to cope with their Stuations. When we, as the core research team, understood this, we were
able to step back from forcefully developing indicators of forest management, and we moved
to finding a dirategy for a collaborative process of learning, negotiation, communication and
improved management of forest. Monitoring remained as the center piece, not asarigid and
hierarchica framework of indicators, but as adynamic link between learning and planning
process. Monitoring stopped becoming a separate activity. Thisindeed was related to the
fundamental process of reorienting power relations among groups of people within and
outside FUG.

Another key observation from our study concernsthe role of externd facilitatorsin
collaborative learning processes. The important ways through which externd facilitetors can
contribute are: @) defining the overdl process of research and communication in terms of the
sequence of meetings, b) asssting dlientsin bringing together different issues, interests and
perceptions in relation to group functioning and the resource (particularly where these
conflict with each other), ¢) helping to negotiate solutions, and d) providing a broader picture
of socid, economic, environmental and politica reditieswith astandard set of information
that gives a common basis for trangparent decision-making in common property resources (in
particular, equity, power relations and environmental degradation) that are globa concerns.
Thiswill creste acritica group awareness, and group level self-assessment, by relating these
issues to their own socid redity. A chalenge however isto minimize impostions, and

engage in open and empowering diad ogues that enable local actors find and articulate their
own ideas and options, this requires a philosophica commitment on the part of facilitators for
a participatory process of change and substantial socid skills to create learning groups,
moving away from typica development actions.
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