Chapter-2
Sustainable Forest Management: Evolving Framework,
Practice and Empowerment from the Above
1.

Introduction

The present chapter has been divided into 8 sections. Acknowledging the fact that
contemporary debates on the practices of environmental and forest management
has by and large followed the global discourse of development we have touched
upon this under section number 2. Section 3 and 4 focus respectively on post
colonial forest management in India and sustainable forest management practices in
India including different participatory frameworks of forest management as well as
different programmes. Section 5 looks at institutionalization of participatory forest
management in the Jalpaiguri District of West Bengal. Section 6 provides a general
account of sustainable forest management in India with special reference to the
North Bengal scenario under the Xth plan period. Finally section 7 introduces the
problem areas within the framework of sustainable forest management and section
8 concludes the chapter.
2.

The Global Dimension of Forest management

large-scale destruction of forests along with increasing exploitation of natural
resources alienated human being from nature both physically as well as spiritually.
The growth oriented· model of development resulted in climate change involving
emission of green house gausses, acidification of soil and water, land use changes,
land degradation, desertification, biological invasion of exotics and biodiversity
depletion. All these forms of environmental degradation led to breakdown of natural
ecosystems and threatened the very base of survival. Under the circumstances, new
efforts were made in order to restore equilibrium between man and nature. The
growing concern over enviro!lment was substantiated by attempts to redefine the
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concept and practice of development. Following the Earth Summit held in Stockholm
in 1972, Bruntland Report was published in 1987 which sought to give a new
direction to the process of development, commonly known as sustainable
development. The Report recognized that the natural resources are not
inexhaustible and therefore the development process should be aimed to meet the
needs of the present generation without compromising the ability of future
generation to meet their own needs. Hence, to fulfill the broad objective of
sustainable development conservation orientation of natural resource governance
became imperative. This notion of sustainable development rapidly gained interest
among international community, policy makers and shortly became a world wide
accepted· phenomena. As a result, the last part of the 201h century saw the beginning
ofthe shifting attitude and practice from the earlier regime of revenue generation to
the conservation orientation in the management of natural resources.
In this context, driven out by the global concern over the necessity of
preserving the forests to meet various needs like absorption of green house gases
and the regulation of hydrological flows on the one hand and the continuous
destruction of natural forest cover leading to various adverse effects within the
country like top soil erosion and sedimentation of rivers and exacerbated flooding on
the other, the Government of India (Gel) adopted the National Forest Policy, 1988.
The policy attempted to bring about a healthy balance between the environment
and development while ensuring effective peoples participation in forest protection
and conservation and thereby laid down the basis of institutionalizing SFM in India.
The policy made a significant departure to the management of India's vast forest
resources as it replaced the earlier strategies of 'sustained yield 'in the management
of vast forest resources. A radical shift in orientation and attitude took place from
economy to ecology, froni revenue generation to conservation, from bureaucratic
. concentration to collaboration in resource governance. However, to understand the
current praxis of SFM throughout the country it is worthy to have a brief overview on
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the earlier management practices as evolved historically in its content and form and
prepared the context of institutionalizing SFM in India.
3.1.

Forest Management Prior to SFM in India: A brief overview

Scientific management of forests started in India in the later half of the nineteenth
century under colonial rule. Activities of conservation, regeneration, development of
forests and utilization of forest products used to be carried out in accordance with
the approved working plan prescriptions. For quite a long time, the ruling objective
of management had been 'sustained yield' of timber. Rights of the ecosystem people
however did not receive any importance. The sole stakeholder of the management
was the state. After Independence, the modus operandi of forest governance
remained same with certain discontinuity with the colonial legacy. National Forest
Policy of 1952 recognized the ecological and environmental aspects of forest
management. The 1970 saw the initiative to make people participate at least in the
domain of 'social forestry'. During 80's the paradigm shift took place in the
management from economy to ecology while making greater space for rights of the
community. All these factors contributed in the making of 1988 policy-the
cornerstone of SFM in India.
3.2.

Forest Management in India under British rule

Forest governance in India used to serve largely the developmental interests of the
colonial power before Independence. In the overall framework of governance forests
were viewed as 'an obstruction to agriculture and consequently a bar to the
prosperity of the empire' (Ribbentrop 1900, cited in Guha, 1992:120} and thus
strategies were taken to expand agriculture at the cost of forests. However, within
the domain of forest governance it was considered mainly as a site for revenue
generation and commercial exploitation of timber including the meeting of demands
for strategic needs in the name of 'general well being of the country'. Nevertheless,
at the same time the concern for maintaining adequate forests primarily to preserve
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the physical-climatic conditions. and secondarily to fulfill the needs of the rural
people was expressed in the first forest policy of 1894. The policy contained that:
1.

The sole object to which the management of forests is to be directed is to
promote the general well-being of the country and

2.

The maintenance of adequate forests is dictated primarily for the
preservation of the climatic and physical conditions of the country and
secondly, to fulfill the needs of the people. (Kishwan eta/, 2007:19)

These expressed concern, for maintaining 'physical climatic conditions and
fulfilling the needs of the rural people from forest, was the product of 'Scientific
management of forest introduced by Brandis as he was fully aware of the multiple
functioning of forests in meeting varieties of needs. But despite the recognition of
the role of forests in meeting different category of needs as substantiated by the
Indian Forest Act of 1878 under classification of forests into Reserved, Protected and
Village forests. The colonial system of governance never viewed forests as common
space as a whole for catering diversifying needs rather as a state property. It was
thought to serve three different objectives of revenue generation, maintaining
physical-climatic conditions and fulfilling the local needs of the rural people
separately on priority basis according to the share of each element in determining
the progress, prosperity and maintenance of the status quo of the empire.
Accordingly the British was never concerned in combining those three different
considerations namely the developmental interests, environmental necessities and
local needs as well as rights of the people into a single thread of action in its praxis of
governance rather viewed them mutually exclusive· concerns. Thus, it imported its
strategy of 'divide and rule' form social domain to the natural domain of forest. The
manifestation of this strategy can be viewed in its policy of 1894. 'As per the policy,
forests, being state property were broadly classified under four headings namely,
Forest for Preservation, Forest for Commercial purposes, Minor Forests and Pasture
Lands. Though, the aim of this policy was to manage state forests for public benefit,
certain regulation of rights and restriction of privileges for the use of forest by the
neighboring populations was provided in this policy'. (NFC Report, MoEF, 2006:27)
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However,_·this approach of balancing three different concerns namely commercial,
ecological and rural needs in policy get jeopardized in practice as the 'priorities of
colonial forestry were essentially commercial in nature. This trend was reinforced by
the financial crunch faced by the government following the revolt of 1857, which
kept every department on its toes. At periodic intervals, government committees
asked the forest department to generate even more revenue, and from Brandis
onwards senior officials had to justify the activities of the department on commercial
grounds'. {Stebbing I; cited in Guha, 1992: 141)

This mode of governance of

satisfying the state priority of meeting 'twin demands of commercial timber and
revenue' at the cost of the natural forests produced mainly three fold negative
ecological impacts on ground such as
1.

It enforced a separation between agriculture and forests.

2.

Secondly, it resulted in erosion of traditional control and management of
forests along with community rights over it and thereby destroyed the ecofriendly livelihood pattern of the communities by alienating them from
forests.

3.

Thirdly considering the large timber as the sole source of revenue it
destroyed ·natural 'shrub forests' in favor of economically valuable species
causing damage to species diversity.

3.3.

Post Colonial Forest Management in India

After independence, the praxis of governing forests was marked by both continuity
and break with the earlier regime of management. In 1952, a new National Forest
policy was enunCiated which for the first time laid stress on having at least 33
percent of land area of the country under forest cover along with the need for wild
life conservation. The policy was formulated because of 'six paramount needs' as
identified by the policy makers. (See Text Box 2) However, the legacy of colonial
management continued on several count including its focus on sustainable timber
production while ignoring the concern for species diversity as well as the production
of Non-timber forest products (NTFPs). In spite of it, the management of forests at

76

CHAPTER-2

SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT

the same time marked by a significant departure in terms of both its content and
form as manifested in exploring new areas of action under a new socio-economic
and political context. The legacy and departure both were expressed in the policy
statement in the first independent National Forest Policy of 1952. The policy
maintained that 'While the fundamental concepts underlying the existing forest
policy still hold good, the Government of India, consider that the need has now
arisen for a re-orientation of the forest policy in the light of the changes which have
taken place since it was enunciated.' 7

Text Box 2: National Forest Policy, 1952
National Forest Polley 1952 Is formulated on the basis of six paramount needs of the countJY
1.

The need for evolving a system of balanced and complementaJY.Iand --IJSe , under which each type of land
is allotted to that form of use under which it would produce most and deteriorate least;

2.

The need for checking-

a.

denudation in mountainous regions, on which depends the perennial water supply of the river system
whose basins constitute the fertile core of the country;

b.

The erosion progressing space along the treeless banks of the great rivers leading to ravine formation,
and on vast stretches of undulating wastelands depriving the adjoining fields of their fertility;

c.

The invasion of sea sands on coastal tracts, and the shifting sand dunes, more particularty in the
Rajputana desert;

3.

The need for establishing treelands, wherever possible, for the amelioration of physical and climatic
conditions promoting the general wellbeing of the people;

4.

The need for ensuring progressively increasing supplies of grazing, small wood for agricultural
implements, and in particular of firewood to release the cattle dung for manaure to set up food production;

5.

The need for sustained supply of timber and other forest produce required for defence. communications
and industry;

6.

The need for the realization of the maximum annual revenue in perpetuity consistent with the fulfillment of
the needs enumerated above
Source: Appendix Ill, Ministry of Food and Agriculture Resoj;;"tion, 1952NFP1

Like the earlier one (1894), The policy (1952) proposed more or less similar
functional classification of forests into 'Protection Forest' for preserving physical and
1

http://www.kerenvis.nic.in/legislation/Nationai%20Forest%20Policy%20 1952.pdf, Accessed on
14/05/07
.
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climatic conditions of the country, 'National Forest' to meet the needs of public
importance such as defence, communication and industries, and 'Village Forest' in
order to meet several local requirements of the rural people. It viewed 'National
Forests' as the 'basis of India's strength and wealth' and advocated that "They have
to be managed chiefly in the interest of the nation as a whole, and their organization
and development is one of the most important functions of the state'. Anyway, there
was a tiny break within this overwhelming legacy in that policy expressed in the idea
of 'Tree lands' outside the regular forests for amelioration of physical and climatic
conditions of the country. This approach of 'Tree lands' aimed to extend forest cover
in the public land which achieved as a result of land transformation programme with
a concerted and supreme effort from different government departments,
educational institutions and local authorities .. This new concept in rhetoric of policy
gave birth of extension forestry in reality ·and extend the scope of forestry outside
the regular forests which was completely absent under British rule. In this way, the
1952 Policy recognized the need for a balance between the productive and
protective functions of forests.
As far as the legacy is concerned, the praxis in governing forest in this phase
under new context claimed a reorientation in its strategy, which shifted the earlier
emphasis of meeting strategic imperial needs in favor of demands from the
commercial-industrial sector. On the one hand state subsidies was introduced in
supplying forest raw materials to the wood based industries and on the other
financial incentives were provided to state governments to take up industrial
plantations of fast growing commercial species. This was popularly known as
'industrial forestry', which like the British legitimized further extraction of forest
resources to serve developmental interests. This promotion of industrial forestry,
however, was the product of the overall governing process of the country as imbued
with the ideology of modernization as initiated by Nehru where industrialization was
seen as the vehicle of development. The primacy of growth oriented model of
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development in the over all planning process in India led the policymakers in
approaching the forests merely as

aresource which can be exploited for the sake of

developing the country into a 'self-reliant' economic power. The urgency of
increasing growth rate at any cost affects the forests along with the other sector
negatively much higher than the colonial period. In the name of higher production
this even violated normal silvicultural norms of selective felling and 'abandoning the
"cautious" approach of conservation forestry' by 'replacing the natural stands with
stands of fast growing species'. (Gadgil, 1991:57) As a result when 'by mid-60's the
supply of raw materials to forest based industry' 'was running into difficulties' the
urgent need for higher production suitable to the demand was felt in the forest
sector by the policy makers. This ·suitability approach in higher production
abandoned the earlier method of 'selective felling' in favor of the programmes of
'clear felling' in order to meet the growing demands of the industrial and commercial
sector. Thus by putting aside the working plan it transformed the valuable mixedspecies forests into exotic monocultural forests like 'Eucalyptus' and 'Teak' which
destroyed the diversified character of our forests to a great extent and undermined
its environmental potentiality. This supplementary development in the orientation
from conservation forestry to production forestry was expressed in the Report of the
National

Commission

on

Agriculture

on

'Production

Forestry... Man-Made.

Forests' released in 1972. The 'main thesis was that the contribution of the forestry
sector to the national product has been extremely negligible, the average gross
revenue being Rs 21.50 per hectare and employment only 0.2 per cent of the rural
working force, whereas forests, if properly rehabilitated and scientifically managed,
have a very

high

potential

both

in

regard

to

production

as

well

as

employment.' (Sagreiya, 2000:222) Thus, both in its content and form the forest
management' in the first phase in independent India was characterized mainly by
meeting of developmental demands arose from the industrial-commercial sectors
well fitted with the growth-economy.
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However, the overwhelming legacy of the British continued as far as the
community rights of the ecosystem people are concerned. Forest communities were
viewed 'as the driving force behind deforestation' and their customary rights and
control over the forests were jeopardized as the Policy continued, 'Village
communities in the neighborhood of a forest will naturally make greater use of its
products for the satisfaction of. their domestic and agricultural needs. Such use,
however, should in no event permitted at the cost of national interests, the accident
of village being situated close to a forest does not prejudice the right of the country
as a whole to receive the benefits of a national asset.'(NFP, 1952) Thus, the exclusion
of the community from their resource base was legitimized in the name of 'national
interests'. Following the policy to establish the monopoly rights and increase
governmental control over the forest, Forest Departments across states established
'depot' where villagers could receive firewood, grasses and other minor forest
produce at subsidized rates. The system was designed to exclude 'rural resource user
from managing the mode of production, undermining their existing rights,
responsibilities, and incentives to increase productivity of the resource base'.
(Poffenberger and Singh, 1996:61) Moreover, with the advent of the commercial
forestry following the Policy and the consequent loss in forest cover 'the forest
communities have experienced a progressive loss of control over their habitat'.
(Guha, 1983:1891) All these factors led to the series of local resistance against the
Forest Department throughout the country in the fifties and sixties.
Besides, though less obvious, there was the other side of the coin which
marked a departure from the earlier legacy of forest management. The policy
makers, biased towards 'industrial forestry' or 'production forestry', were also
simultaneously aware of the increasing loss of forest covers resulted soil erosion,
erosion in river bank, denudation in mountainous region and invasion of see sands
on coastal tracts and consequent floods, storms and other natural disasters which
threatened 'the interest of economic and physical welfare of the whole country'.
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Therefore, the concern for maintaining adequate forest cover was expressed in the
1952 Policy that 'India as a whole should aim at maintaining one-third of its total
land under forests.' Under the circumstances, the solution was found in the
extension of forest cover outside the regular forests, which invoked the concept of
'Tree-land" in 1952 policy. The framers of the First Five Year Plan recognized this
scope for extension in three directions i.e. 'afforestation to prevent soil erosion, the
extension of tree lands and the establishment of village plantations.' (Tewari,
1983:24) Nevertheless, two important considerations acted as a bottleneck behind
the implementation of the strategy on the ground. The former was the high cost
assumed to be involved in this extension whereas in the states, forestry did not
receive adequate priority in the allocation of funds and central assistances were far
below to achieve the required target of 'afforestation of at least 1,52,027 sq. miles' 2 •
The only possible solution was found by the policy maker to involve local people into
the programme as they realized that 'it is possible through people's co-operation to
meet approximately half the expenditure of raising new plantations by way of
voluntary labor (Shramadan).' (ibid:26) The first ever attempt of this kind of
extension cam·e to realize in 1950 with the introduction of Vanamahotsav, an annual
festival of trees which was inaugurated to create 'tree -consciousnesses among the
people under an arrangement of cooperation between the Forest Department and
the people. The basic objective of the programme was 'to popularize the planting
and tending of trees in farms, villages, municipal and public lands for their aesthetic,
economic and protective value.' 3 However, the programme failed to involve people
and became a mere annual ritual of the government. The next attempt of 'extension.
forestry' by involving people cam·e into being in the form of a centrally assisted
scheme namely 'farm forestry-cum-fuel wood plantation' under Third Five Year Plan
(1961-66) in order to meet the twin purpose of raising plantation on waste land and
to fill up the shortage of fuel wood in the country. A grant of Rs. 363 lakhs was made

2

3

Interim Report on Social Forestry, 1973, NCA, Go!, New Delhi
Ibid
.
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for the purpose. The scheme proposed to raise fuel wood trees on village commons,
boundaries of field s, road side wastelands or rai lway lines etc. w ith the act ive
cooperation of the villagers . The schem e was continued in the State Sector until th e
Fourth Five Year Plan (1969-74}, but without any separate q uantum of Central
assistance for the programm e. As a resu lt both in terms of raising plantatio ns and
involving farmers in the programme the scheme could not make much headway.

The initiatives of raising plantat ion by involving local people and vill age
institutions like Panchayat s, cooperatives, Schools found its first-ever greatest
manifestation under the socia l forestry programm es during mid seventies and
throughout eighties with the help of bilateral donors like World Bank, USAID, CIDA,
ODA, SIDA etc. There were three fold considerations behind the ba ckground of social
forestry. The first was the crude experiences by the policy maker about the impact of
deforestation in the form of flood, drought, untimely rain etc along w ith the
increasing international pressure to prioritize the envi ron mental concern especially
after the UN Conference on the Human Environment in Stockholm in 1972 in which
India was a participant. Secondly, the simultaneous failure of the 'Comm unit y
Development Programme' during SO's and 'Green-revolution ' in 60's to uplift the
cond ition of the poor which led the planner to em phasize the objective of social
justice in the Fifth Five Year plan (1974-79 }. Against the background a national effort
was needed for production and for meetin g th e minimum needs of the rural poor for
fuel wood, rural housing etc. Th irdly, the failure of the ' plantation forest ry'
(p roduction forestry} in regular forests' faced with a cont inuing crisis of ra w material
supply for the indu strial woods to paper and pulp industries. It requ ired a strategy to
supplement harvest ing from natural forests and t he creation of man made
plantations. (G uha, 92:189}.

Al l these factors led to the beginning of the socia l forestry programme on a
large scale only in 1974 whe re attempts were made to extend the forest cover into
the non-forest land in the form of farm forestry, co mmunity wood lots and strip
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plantations activities. Though in rhetoric it was seen as the solution to both the
fuelwood and fodder crisis along with the objective of meeting the 'minimum
needs' of the rural poor (See Text Box 3) and thus combating deforestation but in
practice it was 'indistinguishable from "production forestry" on government land for
the purposes of meeting commercial and industrial needs.' (Robinson, 1998:26)
Consequently, the component of farm forestry became prioritized against the
component of 'village wood lots' in almost each and every state under the
programme. There were two fold reasons behind the success of farm forestry
component. The first was the state promotion for fast growing industrial species
over the others in the form of seedling distributions and secondly there was already
a good demand in the local market for timber species especially for Eucalyptus as
pole which created an opportunity

for the farmers to realize profit in tree

plantation.
Text Box 3: Objectives of Social Forestry
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Fuelwood supply Ia the rural areas and replacement of cow dung
Small timber supply
Fodder supply
Prolection of agricullural fields againsl wind and_
Recreational needs
Source: Interim Report on social Forestry, NCA, 1973, p-6

As ·far as the rhetoric of social forestry was concerned, it was a unique
programme in its content and form as it attempted to cut down the legacy of forest
management, though outside the regular forests, on several counts. In terms of its
orientation, it was largest programme which prioritized the environmental concern
over developmental interests unlike the former as it 'was originally conceived by the
Indian government as a response to the forestry crisis and to accelerating
deforestation in India.' (Sekhar & J~rgensen, 2003:11); In terms of its approach it
was· the first one to integrate the global and national concern for' ·environme~t-
protection with the local need for forests produce which was beyond the earlier: · _
mode of governing the forestry sector. In terms of strategies in management it laid
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down the 'foundation for microplanning or variations on that theme' along with
'Village Development or Community Forestry Committees' to ensure the 'meaningful
people's participation in planning and management' as a new form of local
governance of the forests: (USAID, 1990:7) This form of governance however was
practiced later in the Joint Forest management during 90's under an institutional set
up of Joint Forest management Committees as the basis of Sustainable Forest
Management. In social forestry the policy makers admitted that to combat
deforestation the priority of the local needs should be recognized in the forest
management. National Commission of Agriculture expressed this in the Interim
Report on Social Forestry in 1973 under the sub-heading of 'Why Social Forestry'
which· stated, 'In so far as reserved and protected forests in the vicinity of
habitations are concerned, they are burdened with rights and privileges for supply of
fuel wood, small timber, etc. to the villagers. There is reason to believe that, under
the guise of these rights and privileges, there is quite a lot of clandestine removal of
timber and fuel wood, which was marketed in urban and semi-urban areas nearby.
The pressure on such forests is progressively increasing with the consequence that
the existing valuable forest growth was being depleted. But providing fuelwood and
small timber to the neighboring areas from the forests under the control of the
Forest Departments should be considered as a service to the population.
Accordingly, a part of the existing forests under the Forests Departments would also
have to be so managed as to realize the objectives of social forestry.'(NCA, 1973:5)
Nevertheless, despite all those unique ingredients the programme failed to
keep its stated promises in reality to recognize the environmental concern on
priority basis while meeting the rural needs through community participation and
thereby produced an uneven result which led the management inclined towards the
dominant developmental interests determined by the industrial and commercial
sector. This priority order could be seen in a govt. record mentioned by Tewari
where it was found that till the end of 1980 the estimated industrial plantation was
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2197 thousand ha., environmental plantation was 599 thousand ha., and the
fuelwood plantation was 386 thousand ha. (Tewari, 1983:256} However, Most of the
critics pointed out to 'the lack of people's participation; the disproportionate accrual
of benefits to the rich farmer: and the lack of results in increasing fuelwood supply'
in this programme but agreed that the success stories of India's social forestry
programmes were largely concentrated in the farm forestry plantations. (Robinson,
1998: 17-19}

4.1.

Sustainable Forest Management in India

The Forest Policy of 1988, the second forest policy after India's independence, was a
significant departure from the earlier National Forest Policy of 1952. For the first
time in the history of forest management, it set the ecological principles above the
developmental priorities. Secondly, it emphasized on substantially increasing the
forest cover and the productivity of forests in the country to meet national needs.
However, the most distinctive feature of this policy was the creation of a massive
people's movement with the involvement of forest dwelling communities within the
'Reserved Forests' including women 'for achieving the objectives and to minimize
the pressure on the existing. forests'. (Ravindranath & Sudha, 2004:3} The Policy
'kepi: ecology, environment and people on the top .....Soliciting cooperation ·Of the
people, caring for their bona fide needs and ensuring sustained availability of goods
and ecological services from the forests, have become the strategies and tools of
forest management. This in common parlance is termed as SFM'. (Kishwan eta/: 26}

This philosophy of sustainability within the Policy was borrowed from the
contemporary concept of sustainable development, which out rightly rejected the
conventional growth oriented model of development. By setting, the agenda of
environmental risk at the center with an objective of restoring ecological balance the
concept of sustainable development sought to redefine the man-nature relationship
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from a holistic approach and thereby argued for eco-centric stance instead of
traditional anthropocentrism in order to achieve multiple objectives of development.
Further, it integrated ecological and socio-economic factors to maintain the balance
of bio social as well as biophysical world (De, 2005:6). Imbibed with this idea of
sustainability the Policy of 1988 laid down its 'basic objectives' in the following
manner:

1.

Maintenance of environmental stability through preservation and where
necessary, restoration of the ecological balance that has been adversely
disturbed by serious depletion ofthe forests ofthe country

2.

Conserving the natural heritage of the country by preserving the remaining
natural forests with the vast variety of flora and fauna, which represent the
remarkable biological diversity and genetic resources cif the country

3.

Checking soil erosion and denudation in the catchment areas of rivers, lakes,
reservoirs in the interest of soil and water conservation, for mitigating
floods and droughts and for the retardation of siltation of reservoirs

4.

Checking the extension of sand dunes in the desert areas of Rajasthan and
along the coastal tracts

5.

Increasing substantially the forest /tree ·cover in the country through
massive afforestation and social forestry programmes, especially on all
denuded, degraded and unproductive lands

6.

Meeting the requirements of fuel wood, fodder, minor forest produce and
small timber of the rural and tribal populations

7.

Increasing the productivity of forests to meet essential national needs

8.

Encouraging efficient utilization of forest

produce and

maximizing

substitution of wood
9.

Creating a massive people's movement with the involvement of women, for
achieving these objectives and to minimize pressure on existing forests
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The principal aim of Forest Policy must be to ensure environmental stability
and maintenance of ecological balance including atmospheric equilibrium, which is
vital for sustenance of all life forms, human, animal and plant. The derivation of
direct economic benefit must be subordinated to this principal aim (SPWD,
1998:242-243).
In order to achieve those objectives the Policy adopted a 'new strategy' of
conservation, which includes 'preservation, maintenance, sustainable utilization,
restoration, and enhance·ment of natural environment' (lbid::242). The strategy
attempted to create a new system of collaborative governance between the Govt.
and the forest dwelling community while replacing the bureaucratic centralization in
the management of forests resources. It advocated for peoples participation in the
resource management with a view of satisfying their needs for development by
empowering them financially and administratively. Thus, the policy at first
recognized the role of forest dwelling communities in restoring and conserving
forests and attempted to integrate the modern knowledge and skills of the Forest
Department with ·the traditional knowledge and experience of the local
communities, and to evolve strategies for the joint management of forest.
4.2.

JFM and Eco-development: A Participatory Framework

To translate this new policy into practice Government of India (Gel) issued a circular
(No; 621/89/FP) on June 1, 1990 to the forest secretaries of all states and union
territories providing guidelines for the involvement of village communities and
voluntary agencies in the regeneration of degraded forests which commonly known
as Joint Forest Management (JFM). This notification in 1990 'envisaged that the
communities in lieu of their participation in protection and development of forest
areas would be entitled to sharing of usufructs in a manner specified by the
concerned State Forest ·Departments'. (Ibid: 256) The programme should be
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implemented under an arrangement between the voluntary agency- NGO, village
community and the State Forest Department. The principal features of this kind of
participatory forest management programme are; setting up village Forest
. Protection Committees {FPC's), or Village Forest Committees (VFC's) establishing and
monitoring of management plans by the forest department confining local use to
grass and non-timber forest products and potentially a share of the income from the
timber sold by the forest department. Besides, FPC/VFC another variation of
participatory forest management was adopted in the Protected Areas of National
Parks and Wildlife Sanctuaries where Eco-Development Committees (EDCs) were .
formed as another version of Joint Forest Management Committees {JFMCs) in order
to divert biotic pressure from the· Protected Areas. Participation of the local
communities was sought for promoting sustainable land use practices and incomegenerating activities together with conservation of wildlife within a Protected Area.
Actually this strategy of eco-development for India's Protected Area.s was first
mooted around 1990 by international NGOs such as the WWF which had been
experimenting with it in Africa and the idea gained institutional support at the 1992
UNCED conference in Rio de Janeiro following which World Bank created a special
fund called the Global Environment Facility (GEF). In consultation with the World
Bank and international NGO's the Government of India identified possible Protected
Areas where eco-development could be tried out. In the first phase two National
Parks were chosen with a Joan from International Development Assistance (IDA) and
later in the second phase it was extended to seven other Parks and sanctuaries with
the assistance from GEF funding. (Baviskar2005:276) In this context though the
primary objective behind the introduction of joint forest managem'ent was to
ensure sustainable use of the nation's forests to meet local needs equitably while
.achieving India's broader environmental goals, it was often contended that the.
forest department's recognition of independent community forest management
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activities may be used to co-opt them and bring them under government control.
(Poffenberger eta/, 1996:27) However, behind the adoption of JFM programme into
practice certain background factors played the role of catalysts which were as
follows (Jha, 2006:852)
o

The first was the field reports prior to 1990 from many Indian states, which
indicated that, in most degraded forest areas, forest departments already
lost their control over daily access and exploitation of forest resources. In
those areas forest communities were subjected to constant confrontation
with the Forest Department in order to meet their survival needs. Therefore
it was the intention of the Department to regain control in those areas.

o

Secondly, in 1980, the Forest Conservation Act was passed which placed
control on logging and thereby imposed further limitations on community
rights, especially in Wild Life Zones. As the rights of forest communities were
eroded, conflicts grew between state agencies and forest villagers. This ·
disagreement over management priorities led to unsustainable patterns of
forest exploitation and to a gradual degradation of India's vast forests. By
1990, less than 10% of country possessed good forest cover. As a
consequence the planners and forest administrators began developing new
strategies to reduce the conflict between state agencies and rural groups.

o

Thirdly; the successful experiment of participatory forest management in
Arabari and Sukhomajri consequently in early 1970s and 1975 showed that
the improvement of the strained relationship between the communities and
the Forest Department, regeneration of forests as well as enhancement of
the income and the revenue of the Forest Department.
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backdrop,

most state JFM

orders

contained

detailed

prescriptions for the membership norms and organizational structures of the local
institutions. They assure the villagers of a 25 to 80 percent share of poles/timbers on
final felling along with providing permission of free access to specified Non Timber
Forest Products (NTFPs). In return, they are to protect forests from grazing,
encroachment, poaching, fire and timber smugglers through their local instruments
without any formal authority for enforcing protection. (De, 2005:37) The highlights
of JFM are:

1.

It encouraged a partnership between communities and the Forest
Department and recognized the role of NGOs in the process

2.

Access and benefits accrued only to organized communities undertaking
regeneration.

3.

Usufructory rights to all non-wood forest products and a percentage of the
final timber harvest would be given to the participatory communities, on
successful protection and fulfillment of the conditions laid down by the state.

4.

A 10-year micro-plan detailing forest management, institutional and technical
operation was to be developed by the community management organizations
with the local foresters.

5.

The Forest Department would fund social forestry programmes for nursery
rising, and ·the communities were encouraged to seek additional funds from
other agencies, as well.

(Ravindranath eta/, 2000:32)

The Ministry of Environment and Forest (MoEF) reviewed the JFM
programme from time to time in consultation with state Forest departments. The
main objective was to strengthen community participation in order to ensure
sustainable forest management. The JFM guidelines, 2000, contained the following
principal features:
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a.

Provision of legal back up to JFM committees

b.

Increased participation of women

c.

Extension of J FM in good forest areas

d.

Preparation of Micro-plan in JFM areas

e.

Conflict resolution mechanism

f.

Recognition of self-initiated forest protection groups

g.

Contribution for regeneration of resources and

h.

A better evaluation and monitoring mechanism
For further strengthening the role of forest dwelling community in forest

management, the 2002 guidelines were issued regarding
a.

Memorandum of understanding between FD & JFMC

b.

Strengthening the relationship between JFMC & Panchayat

c.

Capacity building for the management of NTFPs
Consequently, many states issued new JFM guidelines or amended the

previous guidelines following the guidelines issued by the MoEF. Seven state
guidelines that were issued after 2000 were reviewed to assess the progressive
features of JFM orders.

Though the general pattern of implementation of

programme was similar to all the states within the broad framework of 1990
guidelines, however there were state specific variations with respect to constitution
of committees, participation of women and other weaker sections of the society and
sharing benefits etc. In almost all the states, JFMCs have full rights over all the NTFPs
except the nationalized Minor Forest Produce (MFP) i.e. tendu leaves, sal seeds,
cashew, etc. Besides the regular guidelines, a number of states incorporated certain
unique clauses in their resolutions regarding JFM to facilitate the implementation of
the programme in a better way. The key features of the JFM orders across states are
given below (See Table 1).
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Table 1: Key Features of JFM in States
States

Member
Ship

Executive Committee

West
Bengal

Economically
backward
people

Selected,representation from
Bon-0-Bhumi Sanskar Sthayee
Samity, Panchayat and Forest
Department Teneure of the
Committee is for one_year
Two women, one panchat, one
general and representative
from NGO

Gujarat

Whole village
community

Haryana

All village
house hold

Andhra
Pradesh

All household

Orissa

All people

Madhya
Pradesh

Kamataka

One male and
one female
from each
household
One male and
one female
from each
household

Forest
Department
Power
Can cancel
memebership
and dissolve
FPC

------

---

----10-15 elected (30% women)
representative from FD, NGO,
Administrative officer, Village
develoll_ment officer, Teacher
6-8 members (three women),
Naib Sarpanch, ward member,
representatives from FD, NGO.
Tenure of the committee is for
two years
2 women, 2 landless laborers,
representatives from FD and
teacher. Tenure of the
committee is for one year
4 general, 2 women, 2 Sc/ST,
1 landless, representative from
FD, Panchayat, NGO. Teneure
of the committee is for 5 years

-------

Legal
Status

Registered
under
Cooperativ
e Societies
Act
Registers
d under
Societies
Act

--

Usufruct
Sharing
25% of income
from cashew,
timber, Sal seeds
etc. and rest as
free
50% in timber

Income from
timber, Katha
fruits and
medicinal herbs
could be shared
with FPC
100% in timber
and bamboo, free
collection of NTFP
except beedi leaf
0% of timber
Income

-----Can cancel
memebership
and dissolve
FPC
Can dissolve
FPC

30% of timber
and firewood

-

----50% ofNTFP,
timber fruits for
local; sale and
50% by auction.
Income from

Source: SPWD, 1998

Further, to strengthen the JFM

institutions for sustainable forest

management the following initiatives were taken during the post 1990 phase:
a.

A JFM Cell was established in the Forest Protection Division of the Ministry of
Environment and Forests for monitoring the community-based forest
management system. Previously, there was no su'ch focal point and the
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stakeholders found it difficult to interact with the government and to provide
feedback
b.

To complement the JFM initiative, a new scheme of "National Afforestation
Programme" (NAP) was formed during 2002-03 by merger of four 91h Plan
centrally sponsored afforestation schemes of the Ministry of Environment
and Forest. The scheme would be implemented by involving two -tire set up
namely the

Forest Development agencies

(FDAs)

and

Joint

Fo"rest

Management Committees (JFMCs). Under the Scheme, an extent of 9.24 lakh
ha was being covered by 23, 7SO JFMCs under 715 FDAs in 28 states.
c.

Following NAP Forest Development Agencies (FDAs) were created at the
district level as a federation of the village-level JFM committees with
. representation from government departments who could contribute to the
land development activities, local leadership etc. The FDAs ensured the
regeneration of forests, employment generation and empowerment of JFM
committees. The GOI would transfer funds to the FDAs directly under its
National Afforestation Programme. The FDAs would be constituted at the

level of territorial/wildlife divisions and 20 states have set up more than 80
FDAs on a pilot basis from 2000-2002.
This participatory management of forest resources through JFM was primarily
implemented from the 1990 onwards only in the degraded forest areas across the
states with the financial aids from World Bank and other bilateral donors. But
through the 2000, guidelines, Ministry of Environment and Forest (MoEF) extended
the JFM programme into the good forest areas also. Now according to the latest
information compiled by the JFM cell in the MoEF, as on 101h Sept 2003, 17.33
million ha of forests area are being managed through 84,642 JFM committees in 27
states. (See Table 2)
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Table 2: Spread of JFM across States
SL.No

State

No. ofJFMCs

Area under JFM (ha)

Total population covered under JFM

1

Andhra Pradesh

7,245

1,886,764.00

1,822,344

2

Arunachal Pradesh

308

80,217.00

142,217

3

Assam

503

79,251.00

321,103

4

Bihar

493

267,240.94

1,370,714

5

Chattisgarh

6,881

2,846,762.16

1,370,714

6

Goa

26

13,000.00

1,680

7

Gujarat

1,424

160,525.41

1,005,609

8

Haryana

875

56,000.00

827,000

9

Himachal Pradesh

835

290,922.80

1,088,589

10

Jammu & Kashmir

935

49,544.00

339,220

11

Jharkhand

3,358

847,967.93

2,863,487

12

Kamataka

3,470

232,734.00

1,216,785

13

Kerala

323

170,712.00

165,475

14

Madhya Pradesh

13,698

5,500,000.00

3,319,000

15

Maharashtra

5,322

1,411,215.00

4,849,875

16

Manipur

205

93,941.00

134,575

17

Mizoram

249

10,980.00

191,464

18

Nagaland

306

22,930.00

416,831

19

Orissa

15,985

821,504.00

---

20

Punjab

287

56,243.95

181,624

21

Rajasthan

3,667

376,766.00

1,501,475

22

Sikkim·

158

600.00

16,340

23

Tamil Nadu

1,816

445,965.00

532,479

24

Tripura

234

34,154.00

111,391

25

Uttar Pradesh

2,030

112,652.93

3,761,325

26

Uttaranchal

10,107

859,028.00

3,999,900

27

West Bengal

3,892

604,334.00

2,326,975

17,331,955.12

62,393,477

84,632
Total
Source: JFM Cell, MoEF, 2003

.

4.3. National Afforestation Programme, JFMCs & FDAs
Besides FPC and EDC, during . 2002-03, to implement National Afforestation ·
Programme

two-tire

set

up

for

sustainable

development

of forests

was

recommended namely Forest development Agencies (FDAs) and Joint Forest
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Management Committees, (JFMCs). It was prescribed that FDA should be constituted
at the Forest Division level and National Afforestation and Eco Development Board
(NAEB), Govt. of India would fix its composition and activities It was decided that the
FDAs are to be registered as Federation of all Joint Forest Management Committees
(JFMCs) within a territorial/wildlife forest divisions un.der the Societies' Registration
Act in which the General Body will meet at least once in a year, while the Executive
Body will meet at least once in three months. It was further decided that the
chairperson of FDA would always be the Conservator of Forests where Presidents of
JFMC General Bodies to be nominated by Chairperson on rotational basis for a
period of one year of which 20 would be women representatives. In the event
adequate numbers of women chairpersons are not available, the women
representatives will be drawn from the members of the General Bodies of JFMCs. In
case of executive body the member -Secretary would be Divisional Forest Officer
(DFO) and several ex-officio members without having voting rights would be chosen
from District Development Officer, District level Officers of Agriculture, Rural
Development, Animal husbandry, Soil Conservation, Tribal Welfare, Industries, Public
Health & Engineering, and Education Departments. The FDAs were assigned with the
following assigned activities (Text Box 4)
Text Box 4: Activities of FDAs
i.

lmplemenlation of centrally sponsored afforestation schemes.

ii.

Other beneficiaries oriented activities like agro forestry, avenue plantations.

iii.

Take steps for value addition and marketing of produce.

iv.

lnventortsation of land and other natural resources.

v.

Environmental education. ·

vi.

Awareness and active association in protection against poaching and illicit felling of timber.

vii.

Establishment and management of decentralised nurseries with marketing arrangements.

. viii.

J

Assist in management of CPRs.

ix.

Address socio-economic needs of people.

X.

Management of existing captive water resources in the villages.

xi.

Active involvement in forest fire fighting operations.

xii.

Monitoring of activities of local NGOs.
SOURCE: http://envfor.nic.in/naeb/nap/ANNEXUREA.html
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Despite the increasing number of JFMCs over the years showing acceptability
of the programme throughout the country, the main concern was about its
effectiveness in institutionalizing sustainable forest management in India. The
programme has been evaluated by a number of independent agencies as well as by
individual scholars. As per evaluation by The Energy and Resources Institute (TERI) in

1998,- '40 percent of sites across four study states have shown improvements in
regeneration, another 20 percent have shown positive trends while another 15-20
percent sites have shown no improvement because of heavy biotic pressure.' 4
Another study conducted by Ecological and Economics Research Network (EERN),
Indian Institute of Science, Bangalore in the year 2004, assessed the performance of
JFMC in six states based on presidents, committee member and in some cases
general body member. It reported that 29 percent of the JFMCs responded that over
all performance was good, 49 percent rated it as moderate while remaining 22
. percent did not perceive any change compared to pre-JFM period. In Andhra
Pradesh and West Bengai, in about 45 percent of the JFMCs were performing very
well. While the study reported about the positive impact of the JFM programme on
vegetation

improvement,

relationship

between the community and forest

department, women's empowerment, forest protection, income generation and
benefit sharing but pointed out simultaneously the decline in JFM in many states,
inadequate community participation, lack of decision making power's to JFMCs,
improper micro-plan preparation, inadequate legal back-up and capacity building,
absence of conflict resolution mechanism etc. (Ravindranath et a/, 2004:322-28).
Moreover, the National Forest Commission (NFC) in its report in 2006 asserted that
the pace of institutionalization of JFM in the country was highly uneven and its
dependence on Govt. funding as well as its conflict with the Panchayati Raj
Institutions and lack of coordination among JFM organizations posed a serious
question about its sustainability. It expressed concerns about the legitimacy of
JFMCs, as JFM order/ notification/resolution have not been issued by most of the
4

Study on Joint Forest Management conducted by TERJ for Ministry of Environment and Forests
URL: http://envfor.nic.in/divisionsfforprt/terijfm.html. Accessed on 12/06/08
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State Governments under any Rule or Act. Further, the existing JFM arrangements
could not be considered as sufficient to address the livelihoods and poverty issues.
Nevertheless, keeping the contribution of JFMCs to successful regeneration of
almost 25 percent of the country's forests on their own; without significant level of
investment of public finances in mind the Report contended that JFM and similar
such interventions in participatory forestry should be strengthened further as a
dominant strategy of natural resource management in the country.s

5.

SFM in North Bengal: An Account of Jalpaiguri District

The District of Jalpaiguri as an administrative unit came into account on the 1"
January, 1869, by amalgamation of the Western Dooars district with Jalpaiguri
subdivision of Rangpur. It is located at 26.522N 88. 732E and situated in the northern
part of West Bengal has international borders with Bhutan and Bangladesh in the
North and South respectively and borders with Assam and Darjeeling hills in the East,
West and Northwest. It remained as Divisional head quarter of North Bengal
comprising of the six districts namely, Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, Coochbehar, North
Dinajpur, South Dinajpur and Maida. The district is primarily rural with more than
80% of rural population. It has also high percentage of SC/ST population. Relatively
sizeable population resides in Tea Gardens and Forest villages, which are isolated
and mostly inaccessible. As of 2001 India census, It is the largest district in North
Bengal in terms of its geographical area of 6227 Sq. km. and its population of
34,03204 including 17,53278 male and 12, 06565 female with a population density
of 547/Sq.km.
Jalpaiguri bears the best Sal forest in India and remains one of the most
prominent wildlife areas of the country including·three Sanctuaries and two National
Parks. The main forest cover of the district comprises of Semi-Moist-Deciduous
vegetation. In terms of total forest area and protected forests the District ·ranked as
'Report ofthe National Forest Commission, Government oflndia, Ministry of Environment and
Forests, 2006, URL: http://envfor.nic.in/divisions.pdf. Accessed on-24/04/08
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first in North Bengal with 1, 790 Sq. Km of total forest cover with 217 Sq km. of
protected forests and stands second in West Bengal in terms of reserved forests with
an area of 1,483 Sq. km. Moreover, in terms of geographical distribution of recorded
forests the District crosses the state average of 13.38% with 28.75 percentage of its
recorded forests area. It accounts for 15.07% of the forest cover of the province
even though it shares only 7.02% of the geographical area. (State Forest Report,

2005-06:18) The district ranks the highest in terms of quality of forest cover.
Officially, 91.34% of the forest cover in Jalpaiguri has a canopy density of more than

40% whereas merelyaround 42.63% ofthe forest cover in the province has a canopy
density of more than 40%. The district also ranks highest together with Darjeeling in
terms of revenue generation. "On the average" these two districts "fetched annual
revenue of Rs. 8.11 per hector of forest for the triennium (1998-2001) excluding the
revenue from Kalin1pong division. This is highest in comparison to the average
annual revenue of Rs. 1.84 for the state as a whole during the same period." (De,

2005:85-86)
In Jalpaiguri JFM started with the FPC resolution, which was issued in 1991 to
cover plain areas of North Bengal excluding Darjeeling Gorkha Hill Council {DGHC)
area. For DGHC area, a different resolution was issued simultaneously on the same
date. Other than FPC's, a different concept of participatory management in the form
of Eco-Development Committees (EDC's) has also been introduced with a resolution
in 1996 to apply the same principles of sustainable forest management in the
Protected Areas (Wildlife Sanctuaries and National Parks) of Jalpaiguri along with
the remaining parts of the state. Both the resolution of FPC and EDC share the same
view that active participation· and involvement of local people are vital for successful
implementation ofthe programme for regeneration, maintenance and protection of
forests as well as for wildlife conservation. Highlights of principle features of both
the resolutions are as follows (Table 3)

98

CHAPTER-2

SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT

Table 3: JFM Resolutions of West Bengal Covering the District of Jalpaiguri
JFM
Resolutions
Date of Issue

FPC
15~

EDC

Nov, 1991

26• June, 1996

Objectives

Regeneration, maintenance and protection of
degraded forests

Wild life conservation in protected areas

Committee
Selection

DFO in consultation with Bon-0-Bhumi
Sanskar Sthayee Samity of Panchayat
Samity

DFO in consultation with Bon-0-Bhumi Sanskar
Sthayee Samity of Panchayat Samity

Participants

Economically backward people living in the
vicinity of forests. Joint membership for each
family

Economically backward people living in the vicinity of
protected areas. Joint membership for each family

Executive
Committee

Sabhadhipati or anyother member of
Sthayee Samiti, Pradhan or any member
from Panchayat, beneficiaries
representatives not exceeding 6 and
concerned beat officer as member secretary.

Sabhadhipati or anyother member of Sthayee Samiti,
Pradhan or any member from Panchayat, beneficiaries
representatives not exceeding 11 and concerned beat
officer as member convener. Not less than 30% of the
elected member shall be women

Meeting

FPC shall hold an annual general meeting
once every year to evaluate activities of the
committee. There is no specification about
the number of executive committee meeting
In a year.

EDC shall hold an annual general meeting once every
year to evaluate activities of the committee. There is no
specification about the number of executive committee
meeting in a year.

Meeting
Requirement

President to be elected in each meeting.
Quorum not specified

Chair person to be elected in each meeting. Quorum for
each meeting of the executive committee shall· be 50%
of the elected members and for AGM 30% of ordinary
members

Patrolling

To prevent trespassing, encroachment,
grazing, fire, theft or damage

To prevent trespassing, encroachment, grazing, fire,
theft or damage

Usufruct
Sharing

Restricted NTFPs. No share of timber, free
collection of medicinal plants on the basis of
approved micro plan.

25% share of poles & 100% share of firewood from drift
and over wood removal, NTFPs and nothing from
National Park or Sanctuaries.

25% share of fire woods and net sale
proceeds

Besides, need based and site specific ecodevelopmental works for community by FD.

Members will have to protect forest for 5
years to be eligible for usufructs

Members will have to protect and manage Protected
areas for 1 year to be eligible for usufructs

Eligibility for
usufruct
sharing

Source: Constructed from JFM Resolutions, West Bengal
http://westbengalforest.gov.ln/urls_all/jfm_resolutions.htm
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Following the resolutions, formation of the FPC's were started late in
comparison to South or South West Bengal where FPC resolution was issued in 1989.
Today as on 31.03.2008, there are 200 registered FPCs across five territorial divisions
in the District comprising of 33,139 members responsible for protection of 67,241.28
hectare of forests area. Similarly, there are 57 EDCs as on 31/03/08 in four wild life
divisions of the district comprising of 4,451 members responsible for protection of
55, 693 hectare of protected area. While making a comparison between the FPCs
and EDCs in the district it can be seen from the above tables that whereas in FPCs
area under protection per member is 2.03 ha which is 12.5 ha in case of EDCs. Again,
the area under protection per FPC is 336.20 ha against 977.07 ha per EDC. Moreover,
in terms of women participation there is 14.42 percentages of women against the
total member of FPCs in the district, whereas the corresponding number in case of
EDCs is 19.84%. (State Forest Report, 2007-08) However, in terms of extent of JFM in
the district, besides FPCs in tea gardens both the FPC and EDC have so far been
constituted in two categories of villages; one is forest fringe revenue village and the
other is forest village. These forest villages are peculiar to the district, as most of
them were constituted during colonial rule to ensure uninterrupted labor supply for
forestry operation. Forest villagers are mostly tribal and deprived of land right and
other facilities used to enjoy by the revenue villagers. Although, with the
introduction of Forest Right Act (2006) the process of providing land right has been
started recently. At per Government record there are 76 forest villages in six forest
divisions of Jalpaiguri District. (See Table 4)
Table 4: Forest Villages of Jalpaiguri District
Divisions

No. of Forest No. of Regd. Total

Permanent Tribal

Area under Possession of

Village

Family

Population

Population

Forest Villagers in ha

Jalpaiguri

21

433

5158

3888

934.60

Wildlife-11

2

32

355

355

100.05

BTR (E)

16

354

5582.

3882

623.41

BTR(W)

21

735

9230

7248

1078.76

Coochbehar

12

290

5098

3861

685.00

150

2061

1615

125.54

1994

27484

20849

3547.36

Baikunthapur 4
Total

76

Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal 2005-06:179
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However, as far as the formations of FDAs are concerned in Jalpaiguri it was
started a year later than some divisions of South Bengal i.e. in 2003-04. Moreover,
without having any supportive JFMC Resolution the FDAs were formed initially by
including older FPCs instead of newer JFMCs.The State Forest Report showed that as
on 31/03/06 only three FDAs in the District namely Jalpaiguri, Baikunthapur and
Coochbehar were formed while incorporating 176 older FPCs. (State Forest Report,
2005-06:95) As far as Joint Forest Management Committee (JFMC) is concerned as a
prerequisite of two-tire set up along with FDAs for implementing the National

Afforestation Programme, the state moved late in comparison to other states as it
passed the JFMC Resolution as on 3/10/08 (See Appendix II) where the structure,
composition and function of JFMC were laid down following the JFMC guidelines by
the Minsitry of Environment and Forests, Gal (See Text Box 5) The Resolution took
into account The· Scheduled Tribes And Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act 2006 which recognized the responsibility and
authority of tribals in conservation of biodiversity and maintenance of ecological
balance and thereby strengthening the conservation regime of forests. The
Resolution stated that " Joint Forest Management Committees shall be constituted
for the purpose of development of degraded forests and forests prone to forces of
degradation" 6 in the districts of North Bengal ( excluding DGHC area) along with
Murshidabad, Nadia and Hoogly. The resolution is nothing but a bit of modification
to the earlier Resolution in 1991. On the one hand, it included one Forest Guard/ Ban
Majdur/ Ban Shramik to be nominated by the concerned Range Officer as a member
of the executive committee and in terms of usufruct sharing it added 15% share of
net sale proceeds of timber harvested at the time of final felling for its member on
the other. Both the provisions were absent in the earlier resolution. Following the
Resolution, all most all the FPCs and EDCs in the district have been converted in 2009
and until recently, most of them arranged one AGM in their respective committees.
6

JFMC Resolution, 2008, Dept. of Forest, Govt. of West Bengal, URL:
http://westbengalforest.gov.in/update_ 06-080-09/5969_For_ Dt._03.1 0.2008.pdf. Accessed on 14/01/10
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Recently, in February 2010, a few of them received 15% share of timber from the
hands of Chief Minister while others are yet to receive the same. The process, in its
nascent stage, could not make much headway in the sustainable management of the
forests in the districts and no facts and figure so far has been published by the Forest
Department of West Bengal in this regard.
Text Box 5: Composition of Joint Forest Management Committees (JFMC'sL _ _~-~~
(i) General Body: All adult members of the village subject to their willingness. The meetings of the General body will be
chaired by the President who would be elected by consensus/majority vote and will hold this position for a pertod of one
year. It will be ensured that a woman member is elected as President at least once in three year. Member Secretaries
of the Executive Body shall be ex officio member the General Body.

i . (ii) Executive Body: The President of the General Body shall also function as President of the Executive Body. The
· !

respective forester/block forest officers shall be the Member Secretary of this body. Treasurer would be appointed from
the members of the respective JFMC by the member secretary in consultation with the President. The bank account of
the JFMC shall be jointly operated by the treasurer and the Member Secretary. One memb er representing the
Panchayat of the area in which JFMC falls will be nominated by the Member Secretary. There shall be 6 other
members drawn from the General Body who would be nominated by the Member Secretary in consultation with the
President, of whom three shall be women.
Functions of JFMCs/ EDCs: To assist in:
(i) Preparation of microplans.

(ii) Choice of species to be planted.
(iii) Suggesting physical and financial targets.
(iv) To propose entry point activities.
(v) Awareness programmes and usufruct sharing mechanisms.
· (vi) Fund Creation Activities.
Source: http://envfor.nic.in/naeb/nap/ANNEXUREB.pdf- accessed on 12/05/09

6.1. The Practice of Sustainable Forest Management

The practice of sustainable forest management in India is characterized by the
collaborative approach of multi-stakeholder governance of forest resources whereas
empowerment has been conceived both as a means and as an end to itself in order
to strengthen the conservation regime of the forests while enhancing livelihood
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opportunities of the forest communities. It was evident from the Report of an
'Expert Group' which was set up under the aegis of National Afforestation and EcoDevelopment Board (NAEB) in 1993 to examine the issues related to peoples
participation in forest management. The Report admitted that the state was not
succeeding in its role to protect and manage forests effectively and therefore the
'need to involve people in development activities is being increasingly recognized by
the government. The purpose is to make them own the process and product, and to
empower them to manage it for their common good.'(SPWD: 1998:3) In the context
of JFM, the Report further stated that the massive involvement of people including
women became the central concept of forest management policy in the country.
However, this practice of forest management is nothing but an offshoot of the
broader paradigm shift in the overall process of development adopted in the wake of
'structural adjustment programmes' since late 80's. In this milieu of 'economics in
command', the old formulation of 'growth with social justice' has been replaced by
'development with empowerment' and growth of production, modernisation of
technologies, and management occupies the central place in the development.
(Mohimty: 1995:1434), ·Empowerment has been linked

up with

economic

globalization and is seen as an objective of development. This has become obvious
with the Copenhagen declaration of the World Summit for Social Development in
March, 1995, to which India was a part. It viewed that ' ... the most productive policies
and investments are those which empower people to maximize their capacities,
resources and opportunities,' (Ibid). To realize this goal of empowerment the
collaborative approach towards governance seemed to be the best option which
could bring both state and non-state actors together while ensuring participation of
the people in the process. The practice of Joint Forest Management can be seen as
an experiment with this kind of collaborative governance in the sustainable
management of forest resources.
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6.2. Empowerment through SFM in India
Following the idea of empowerment, the State Forest Departments has been
directed by the Gol on 1'1 June, 1990 under the JFM programme to take full
advantage of their expertise and experience for building meaningful people's
participation in protection and development of degraded forest lands. The Circular
recommended for close supervision of the process by the Departments as the
benefit of peoples participation should go to the village communities and not
commercial or other interests which may try to derive benefit in their names.
Accordingly, formation of VFCs and FPCs started across states following their
respective resolutions on JFM.
The implementation of JFM programme extended to 27 states of the
country. An earlier estimate (2003} of progress of JFM in different states as
compiled by JFM cell in the MoEF showed that 17.33 million ha afforests were being
managed through 84,642 JFM committees in 27 states covering 26% of the total
forest area. (Table 3.1} In Madhya Pradesh, 71% of the total forest area in the state
brought under JFM, followed by West Bengal (56%}, Chattishgarh (50%}, Bihar (47%)
and Andhra Pradesh (42%). The highest population covered under JFM was in
Chattishgarh, followed by Maharastra, Uttaranchal, Uttar Pradesh, Madhaya Pradesh
and Andhra Pradesh. However, during the years 2000-2006, the number of JFMCs
has shown an increase of 295 percent and the forest area under their management
has been doubled. However, the National Environment Policy 2006 identified the
necessity to universalize JFM throughout the country as an innovative strategy to
achieve the target of 33 percent of area under forests. Moreover, the Tenth FiveYear Plan initiated a huge programme to promote the cause of JFM to cover all the
1. 73 lakh forest fringe villages through FDAs in order to provide livelihood security
and employment generation for the communities .. As a result, in absolute terms, the
number of JFMCs has gone up from 36,075 in the year 2000 to 1, 06,479 in January
2007, and the area under JFM has increased from 10 to 22.02 mha. (Kishwan eta/,
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2007:49) But despite hard efforts, only 50 percent of forest fringe villages had been
covered under the JFM programme at present. Further, out of these 1, 06,479
constituted JFMCs, only 23,750 were covered under the NAP funded by the MoEF
through the respective FDAs to carry out afforestation, soil moisture conservation,
entry point activities, protection activities etc. To accelerate the pace of constitution
of JFMCs, a new component 'Strengthening of the JFM', under the on-going 100
percent Centrally Sponsored Scheme {CSS) of NAP was added. The FDAs,
implementing NAP would facilitate constitution of new JFMCs within their territorial
jurisdiction. (Ibid: 49)

However, the progressive formation of FPCs/VFCs or JFMCs backed by the
bilateral donors like World Bank, DFID (UK), SIDA (Sweden), OECF (Japan), AUSAID
(Australia) etc. throughout the country does not indicate the degree of financial and
administrative empowerment among communities, which the Programme aims to
bring about. ·Several studies point out the status of empowerment in terms of
participation at the micro-planning and implementation level as well as benefit
sharing among the forest dwellers born out from the Programme. An earlier National
Study on JFM has been conducted by The Energy and Resources Institute {TERI)
mainly in the four states of Andhra Pradesh, Orissa, West Bengal and Madhya
Pradesh while taking the others into account. 7 The major findings in relation to
community empowerment are as follows:

•

The VFCs across States vary in nomenclature, structure and composition in
the absence of a binding national definition on one hand and differing local
needs, socio-cultural context and nature of the forest resource base, on the

7

http://envfor.nic.inldivisions/forprt/terijfm.html Accessed on 12/06/08
105

CHAPTER-2

SUSTAINABLE FOREST MANAGEMENT

other. A number of self initiated groups are also involved in forest
management.
•

The powers vested in the FD like the ability to resolve disputes, disband a
badly functioning committee, cancel membership, nominate NGOs for
membership, etc.· provide for an unequal relationship between the FD and
the VFC which further strengthens the need for a legal backing for the VFCs.
Legal recognition is also becoming essential for the many self initiated

committees which are increasingiy getting replaced or pushed aside by State
evolved and recognized VFCs. However, this issue needs in-depth
examination.
•

Microplanning exercises and preparation of annual work plans by the
villagers, with help from the FD, could help in creating awareness among the
VFCs on the programme activities, the money involved, the quantum of
work to be done annually, the wage employment to be generated, etc. This
would help VFCs become self-reliant and at the same time promote greater
transparency and awareness of rights and obligations into the FD-VFC
partnership for JFM. However, the FD in its supervisory and monitoring role
also needs to retain the ability to see that these committees do not renege
on their promise and keep protecting the forests in an efficient fashion
whilst continuing to enjoy the fruits of their labor.

•

While some State resolutions have provided for women's representation in
the VFCsand their management committee, alarmingly many lack even this
·fundamental attempt to secure gender equality, totally ignoring women's
rights and entitlements. However, certain states have successfully created
women's groups called Bairani Kuldihs (women's kitty) in MP, Women Self. help Groups, locally known as Mahila Podupu Sangam or Awal Thrift Groups
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in AP, which have not only enhanced participation but have also led to
economic empowerment of women.
•

However, under the JFM programme, residents of forest-fringe villages have
been provided access to forest produce to meet their basic needs of fodder,
fu!!lwood and NTFP. In lieu of this, people are protecting and managing the
forests with the FD.

•

In most VFCs, social fencing is being practised for forest protection. Regular

voluntary patrolling by villagers is a common practice while the number of
members in the patrol party is seen to vary between 2-10 depending upon
the value of the timber in the forests and consequently the severity of
threat to the forests. The FD is therefore benefiting from reduced workload
for forest protection and also reduced expenditure on protection structures
like Cattle ProofTrenches/Walls.
•

Most States did not allow any rights or share for people in from forest
products like NTFP, timber and other intermediary products in the past,
which has however changed with JFM. All NTFP, barring few nationalized
products, are now available to the people free of royalty in all states. People
have a right to collect even the nationalized products like Kendu leaves, Sal
seeds etc. but have to deposit these with the agency responsible for
procurement and earn a prescribed wage. Apart from these, certain other
provisions have been made like in Andhra Pradesh, where 50% of net
income from increased yield of Kendu leaves is equally distributed among
the VFC members; in South-west Bengal people get 25% of the net profit
from

cashew,

etc.

Income

accruing

to

members

is

substantial

notwithstanding the poor infrastructure for marketing or processing of
NTFPs.
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Another study, a bit comprehensive than the earlier, has been conducted by
the Ecological Economics Research Network (EERN) during 2001-2002 in the six
states of Andhra Pradesh, Gujarat, Karnataka, Rajasthan, Tripura and West Bengal.
(Ravindranath & Sudha, 2004) The major findings in terms of participation in the
decision-making process, micro-panning and usufruct sharing are as follows:
Participation in the Decision-Making Process

•

In Andhra Pradesh, the attendance of women and other marginalized groups
was good in most of the JFMCs, except in a few where the land less and
women were not very regular. However, the community depended on
Forest Department /NGOs for decision-making, and women and the
landless, in particular, played no role at·all.

•

In Gujarat, the attendance of marginalized groups specially the tribals was
high in most of the JFMC meetings (90-95%), but the effective women's
participation was recorded only in 2% of the JFMCs in the tribal region.

•

In Karnataka, the participation of marginalized groups was recorded in about
30% of JFMCs, and their active participation in 20%. Women's attendance
was recorded in 20% of the JFMCs, but their effective participation only in
7%.

•

In Rajasthan, it is stipulated that for a GBM (General Body Meeting) to take
place, there should be a quorum of at least 40% of the members, but the
average attendance in meetings was about 17.2%. Only 9.2% of the JFMCs
conducted meetings with the requisite quorum. About 13.8% of the GBMs
had the stipulated 33% of the women in attendance, while not a single
woman attended in 24% of the JFMCs.

•

In Tripura, women and marginalized groups were regular in attending GBMs
in 60% of the JFMCs and MCMs 34%. On an average, effective participation
was recorded in 30% ofthe JFMCs.
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In West Bengal, the marginalized groups constitute 50% of the executive
committee on an average, while their effective participation is reported in
38% of the JFMCs. On the whole, the participation of the general category
members was higher than the marginalized groups. In 7% of the JFMCs,
women participated in GBMs, while in 16% they were executive committee
members but their effective participation was recorded only in 3% of the
JFMCs.

Micro-Plan Preparation
•

In Andhra Pradesh and west Bengal, the community participation in the
process of micro-plan preparation was minimal.

•

· In West Bengal, the micro-plans were mostly prepared in beat offices by the
president and a few members, in a partially participatory manner.

•.

In Karnataka and Tripura, the involvement of women and marginalized
groups was reported in 30% of the JFMCs on an average.

•

In Gujarat, the participation of marginalized groups was recorded in all
divisions of the state, although the involvement of women was partial in a
few forest divisions.

•

In Rajasthan, only a few sections ofthe JFMC members were consulted while
preparing the micro-plan.

Benefit Sharing
•

In Andhra Pradesh, the income derived at the household level from benefit
sharing was substantial in 65% and low in 23% of the JFMCs. Thus economic
benefits have been a motivating factor in Andhra Pradesh.

•

In Gujarat, in the absence of any MoUs, none of the JFMCs have received
any benefit share in the sampled JFMCs and in the absence of an externallyaided project, direct monetary benefits to the JFMCs was also limited.
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In Karnataka, the benefits accruing from forest protection were shared
among 6.4% of the committee under study. The maximum amounts
received by the JFMCs ranged between 10,000 to 20,000 rupees, which was
distributed among the households in three JFMCs and reinvested in rural
development programmes by the rest.

•

In West Bengal, nearly a third of the JFMCs have earned income from tree
harvesting, providing a great incentive for the communities to sustain JFM.
In 92 JFMCs felling has been done, but due to the delay in marketing the
timber, the JFMCs have not received their share. The average annual income
per JFMC in 61 JFMCs was Rs. 171, 506, which worked out to RS 100 to 8,
300 per household.

•

In Tripura, benefit sharing was not recorded in most of the divisions because
JFM has been received recently and is yet to yield monetary benefits.
Besides, several other studies as undertaken by independent scholars show

altogether a dismal picture of community empowerment under the JFM programme
where formal participatory management actually limits the scope of people's
participation. On almost any parameter within JFM, participation remains far short
from full fledged partnership and delegation or empowerment. Generally villagers
'participation has been restricted within a. predetermined framework and they are
never asked about their choices instead are blamed for not being enthusiastic
enough about the programme. Benefit sharing arrangements have also been
specified in advance without asking villagers whether and how they in fact want to
harvest and net sale proceeds to be distributed. (Jeffery &Sundar,1999: 44-45) In
most cases, the forest department reserves the right to dissolve communities if they
perform -unsatisfactorily, or at least deny them the share they expected.
(Poffenberger & Singh, 1996:71) Madhu Sarin argues that in the name of devolution,
the Programme in Uttarakhand reinforces·the forest department's claim to be the
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monopoly holder of technical forest knowledge, despite its historical lack of
experience with forest livelihoods and biodiversity conservation. Externally imposed
micro-planning teams are insensitive to the internal dynamics of existing selfgoverning institutions and women's ongoing struggles within them for gaining
greater voice and control over livelihoods and decision making. Instead of
empowering women, such top-down interventions do the opposite by disrupting and
marginalizing women's struggles and initiatives. (Sarin, 2009:503} Baviskar while
dealing with the practice of eco-development in the Great Himalayan National Park,
Himachal Pradesh shows that how the Forest Department's attempt to administer
eco-development, micro-plans and participation reproduces established relations of
power within the Forest Department and between Park staff and dominant villagers.
(Baviskar, 2005:293). The other studies show that the introduction of JFM Joint
Forest Management and other such programmes have actually led to the disempowerment of groups that had spontaneously tried to protect and regenerate
forests. Several organizations like the Ekta Parishad, Kishan Adivasi Sangathan and
Adivasi Mukti Morcha in central India have raised their voice against super-imposing
the JFM in the name of participatory forest management. (Prasad, 2005:71}
However, it has been observed that the Programme is successful in terms of
improving vegetation cover, protecting forests from rampant illegal extraction and
exerting departmental control over communities in a cooperative manner but failed
largely in· terms of administrative or financial capacity building among forest
communities. It has also been failed in securing their rights, exercising their authority.
in the process of micro-planning and decision making. It is often argued that in these
exercise of 'joint' management it has been seen that the forest department's
agendas of timber extraction dominate the management system, with little benefit
to the local communities. (Nathen Dev eta/: 2004}
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6.3 ·Empowerment through SFM in Its Early Phases in North Bengal

West Bengal, the pioneer state in India in initiating Joint Forest Management by way
of seeking people's participation in conservation and development of forests has
earned many laurels ranging from Indira Priyadarshini Briksha Mitra Award for
individual and clusters of Faces to international Paul Getty award for the Forest
Protection Committees of the State for their contribution to resuscitation of large
tracts of degraded forests in south-western part of the state. This movement of JFM
had its genesis at Aarabari in erstwhile IViidnapur District where 618 families of 11
villagers were motivated in early 70's to rejuvenate 1186 ha degraded sal forests by
ro.ping in their participation through a set of activities of employment generation and
sharing of NTFP from such forests. This was followed by the adoption of the Govt.'s
decision in 1989 to share 25% of usufructs and n·et profit of the intermediate and
final yield respectively. This and subsequent resolutions of Government gave
institutional support to the existing participatory system of forest management. In
1996, Eco-Development Committees (EDC's) were also constituted seeking cooperation of the people form the Protected Areas of Wildlife further strengthened
the participatory agenda of the management to protect bio-diversity. According to
the State Forest Report, 2001, 8 the factors which are considered important for
success of JFM in the State are:
•

Realization of the natural resource managers regarding the failure of
custodial system of management in containing degradation of forests and
their growing perception that only participation of stake holders can bring a
change in an otherwise bleak scenario.

8

State Forest Report, West Bengal, 200 I, Directorate of Forests, Kolkata
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Empowerment of the people at grass-root level through inclusion of
Panchayat Raj Institution at different levels of management.

•

Adoption of micro-planning through PRA as a tool for involvement of
communities in development activities, management of NTFPs, silvicultural
and harvesting operations.

•

Community/E.co-development
development,

activities

vocational training and

by

way

of

infrastructural

input support for

increased

productivity of land based systems, creation of assets for supplemental
income and generation of adequate employment in forestry and allied
activities on sustainable basis.
•

Sharing of usufructs with participating communities as envisaged in the
resolution, ·resulted in credibility to the Govt.'s intention to carry forward
the mission of JFM. Marketing-of timber and other forest produce to ensure
optimum realization of usufractory share reflected Department's concern
for the communities.

•

Persistent efforts by forest personnel, NGOs and natural leaders of Faces to
motivate and build awareness through face to face communication, group
meetings, workshops, awareness campaigns etc.

•

Ongoing monitoring of JFM programme at Divisions, Regional and State level
though done at an informal level in earlier years is getting institutionalized
to assess.inipact in different regions.
In this context of overall progress of JFM throughout the State the

Programme of FPC formation started a bit late in North Bengal in general and
Jalpaiguri in particular. It was introduced in 1991 whereas in South Bengal or South
west Bengal the year was 1989. Consequently, it was assumed that the condition of
forest as well as the forest people will be changed in the positive direction as the
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objective of the programme is to stop continual degradation of forest and to
promote sustainable practices by empowerment of the forest people economically
as well as socially through ensuring their participation in the forest management. But
the first decade of experience with JFM in the region showed a dismal picture
against the rosy picture of South West Bengal. The IXth Plan period {1997-2002) was
marked by relative negligence of the State authority to implement the programme in
the region. The following facts would substantiate the argument.
•

Despite covering approximately 26% of the forest cover of the

State in three districts of North Bengal (Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri, Coach Behar)
forest land protection per FPC member was quite higher than the state
average as well as in comparison to South or South West Bengal. State
Forest Report 2000 showed that the average forest land protection per FPC
member in the state was 1.26% till December, 2000 whereas the
corresponding average in North Bengal was 2.50 including 2.90% in the
Darjeeling Forest Division, l.SO% in Jalpaiguri Forest Division and 2.05 % in
Coochbehar Forest Division etc. {State Forest Report, 2000:49)
•

Whereas in South Bengal till 1998-99 a total of Rs. 895.40 lakh

have been paid to 1134 number of FPC's and 13511 number of beneficiaries,
there was no mentioning of benefit sharing in North Bengal even in 2000
State Forest Report. {State Forest Report, 2000:51) It was the State Forest
Report 2002-03 which for the first time stated that the FPC's in the
Darjeeling Hills, Terai and Dooars in the plain of North Bengal are yet to
perceive ·the sharing of usufructs due to delayed registration and partly due
to dislocation in yield harvesting from forests because of absence of
approved management plans. {State Forest Report, 2002-03:43)
•

West

Bengal

Forest

Development

Corporation

started

functioning from 1974 and though since mid 90's it took an active part to
promote JFM with peoples participation in South West Bengal did not
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provide any support to JFM in North Bengal till 2004. {State Forest Report,
2000:137-38 & State Forest Report, 2003-04:116)
•

Forest villages which are unique to North Bengal in their socio-political and
historical importance in conservation and protection of forests through ages
have not received any fund despite agreed outlay of Rs1234 Lakhs under the
Ninth Five Year Plan {1997-2002). (State Forest Report, 2001:98)

As far as Sustainable Forest Management is concerned the only blinking
point in North Bengal during the period was the introduction of Eco-Development
'

Programme in 1996 along with the rest of the State. Under this programme India
Eco-Development Project {1995-96 to 2000-2001) has been launched in Buxa Tiger
Reserve in the district of Jalpaiguri with the assistance of International Development
Association and Global Environment Trust. In this Project a considerable sum of
money has been spent under 'Village Eco-development Programme' in the
consecutive years of 1997-98 {Rs, 91.90 Lakh), 1998-99 {Rs 102.91 lakh) and 19992000 (Rs 169.32 Lakh). {State Forest Report, 2000: 82) Except the fact the overall
scenario of JFM during the decade was quite frustrating. While assessing the
performance of J.F.M activities and status of conservation and development of the
forest resources West Bengal State Forest Report 2002-2003 clearly stated that 'There is no denying that performance of FPCs have tended to vary amongst regions
endowed with different bio-physical parameter but there is also appreciable
difference. in the level of performance of FPCs characterized by similar resource
parameters. SO% to 60% of FPCs have been identified as good to very good in SouthWest Bengal whereas only 30% of FPCs can be attributed to this category in the
northern part of the state'. Further, the Report stated that 'There is stark realization
that there is need for strengthening of activities in areas of weak areas particularly in
northern part of the State as well as to sustain our efforts on the score in other
tracts' {State Forest Report, 2002-03: 39&42)
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Besides, a field study undertaken by B.G. Karlsson in Buxa Tiger Reserve
during 1989-95 showed that the Ravas, indigenous community of the region, were
left out completely from the decision making process and the Forest Department
forced them to take part in the scheme without which they would have been thrown
out from their villages by the Department. He found that both FPC's and EDC's were
lacking popular support and community involvement and for villagers the JFM was
like any other scheme imposed on them by the Government (Karlsson, 1997:159164)
. In a case study undertaken by Indian Institute of Forest Management, Bhopal
on firewood collection and migration iri 2000 in North-West Bengal it was found that
the JFM efforts in North West Bengal was disappointing in contrast to the excellent
quantitative and qualitative performance of JFM in the southern parts of the State.
The Forest Protection Committees (FPCs) formed in the area are the result of
unilateral efforts of the Forest Department, with the local population or the so-called
FPC members, being ignorant of the spirit and purpose of JFM. 9
In a separate study by an NGO, CREATE on JFM in North Bengal it was
revealed that the success of monitoring activities by communities depends on
achieving a balance between sacrificial and rewarding activities (such as the people
having some control over harvesting and sale of forest produce) and such a balance
was absent in the present condition. The Study therefore concluded: 'sustainability
of JFM hinges upon an agreement among the powers that be in acceding to their
long standing demand of the forest dependent people to be arm"ed with legal
backing to harvest and sell forest pmducts'. (De, 2005:93)

9

Public Forests, Fuelwood Collection and Migration: A Case Study in North-West Bengal, llFM,
Bhopal, India published by Food and Agricultural Organization of the United Nations, Bangkok,
January, 200 I
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In addition a comprehensive field study on JFM in North Bengal conducted by
a Siliguri based NGO in 2000 showed that after being on protection of forests for a
continuous period of 5 years in case of FPC and 1 year in case of EDC (minimum
years for being eligible for usufruct sharing or revenue sharing as stipulated by the
JFM resolution, 1999 and EDC Resolution, 1996) only 18.75% of the committees
under study benefited from revenue and usufruct sharing and more than 56%
committees had not even bank accounts. Moreover more than 50 and 60 percent of
total forest and forest fringe mouzas in Jalpaiguri and Darjeeling district remained
outside of JFM and among approximately 300,000+ households in those mouzas only
50,000+ households (a meager 19%) joined the Committees. The Study observed the
extent of participation of the members of FPCs and EDCs were not wide, a general
lack of awareness about JFM concept and registration process prevailed among the
members. Further, the irregular election of JFM committees, involvement of the
Committee members in illegal· extraction of timber and commercial operation,
absence of control of the member over NTFP trading and little interest of Panchayat
members to involve in the process undermined the very essence of the Joint Forest
Management in the region.

This clearly showed the extent of economic

empowerment of the communities through JFM. The study showed that how
bureaucratic apathy, absence of marketing mechanism, unplanned support activities
and unwillingness to relinquish any power to the communities contributed largely to
the failure of JFM and Eco-Development Programmes in the region. 10

6.4.

Empowerment and SFM in North Bengal under Xth Plan Period

However, things started slowly changing during the 101h Plan period (2003-08). The
number of FPCs and EDCs increased in the North Bengal in general and the District of
Jalpaiguri in particular. The flow of development fund as well as usufruct sharing
became more or less a regular event in the exercise of JFM. Forest dwellers started
10 An unpublished Report on the study of J.F.M in North Bengal by NESPON, 2000, Siliguri
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getting at least financial assistance and their scope of livelihood opportunities
became greater than that of the earlier period. There were four main factors which
contributed to this process.
1.

The first among them is the movement of the forest dwellers under a
National non-party platform which started since 2001 demanding proper
implementation of JFM in North Bengal. In the absence of a regional level
leadership and organization as the existing forest workers unions by
different political parties concentrated locally the movement successfully
institutionalized the growing aspirations and grievances of the forest
dwellers ·and paved the way for regional basis of their demands. The
following chapter would deal with the movement in detail but the fact is to
be stated here that it pressurized forest administration to a considerable
extent to look after seriously over the problems facing by the JFM in North
Bengal.

2.

The second factor behind the progress is the launching of the 'National
Afforestation Programme' during Xth Plan period by merging of four IX1h
plan centrally sponsored afforestation schemes of the Ministry of
Environment & Forests namely

Integrated Afforestation

and

Eco-

Development Projects Scheme (IAEPS), Area Oriented Fuelwood and Fodder
Projects Scheme (AOFFPS), Conservation and Development of Non-Timber
Forest produce including Medicinal Plants Scheme (NTFP) and Association of
Scheduled Tribes and Rural Poor in Regeneration of Degraded Forests
(ASTRP). The objective was to reduce multiplicity of schemes with similar
objectives, ensuring uniformity in funding pattern and implementation
mechanism, avoiding delays in availability of funds to the field level and
institutionalizing people's participation in project formulation and its
implementation. The scheme has been started to be implemented by
involving two-tire set up of the Forest Development Agencies (FDA) and
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Joint Forest Management Committees (JFMCs) while seeking greater
participation of the community where village will become the unit of all
activities leading to empowerment of the local people both at the decision
making and implementation level.
3.

Thirdly, the Forest Department's initiative to form Self Help Groups (SHGs) in
both forest fringe villages and forest villages simultaneously during the Xth
Plan by involving the (eligible and willing) Forest Protection Committee and
Eco-Development Committee members with

an

objective to

open

alternative sources of assured income on sustainable basis while curtailing
the degree of dependency on forest of the forest dwellers simultaneously.
4.

Finally, an initiative has been taken by West Bengal Forest Development
Corporation

Limited

to

introduce

"The

Project

for

Infrastructure

Development and JFM Support in North Bengal." during 2003-04. The
project includes all the forest divisions under three districts of Jalpaiguri,
Darjeeling and Coochbehar as the beneficiary divisions.

As far as the JFM in North Bengal in general and Jalpaiguri District in
particular are concerned the period showed an overall progress in terms of number
of FPCs and EDCs, area under protection and involvement of forest dwellers in those
committees. For example in the Jalpaiguri District there were 166 FPCs comprising
28691 members responsible for protection of 58253 ha of land as in December 2000.
In March 2008 the number of FPCs went up to 200, with 33139 members and the
area of protection· increased up to 67241.28 ha. (See Table S} Similarly, as on
December 2000, there were 48 'EDCs and with its 10292 members protected 40034
ha of Protected Area in the District. In March 2008 the number of EDCs increased
,, to
57 and the number of EDCs members to 13116 and its area of protection to 55693
ha. (See Table 6} In North Bengal the corresponding number increased from 282
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FPCs comprising 34925 members and 87561 ha area under protection in 2000 to 408
FPCs comprising 46325 members and 124536 ha area under protection in 2008. In
case of EDCs the number increased from 72 covering 64747 ha with 15686 members
in 2000 to 110 covering 88857 ha with 23428 members in 2008. The Table-S shows
that the highest number of increase of FPCs between this period was in the
Baikunthapur Forest Division where 15 FPCs have been formed whereas Buxa Tiger
Reserve East (BTR-East) Division shows no progress over the period and the numbers
of FPCs remained the same in 2000 and in 2008 (17nos) . lri terms of EDC formation,
(Table-G) Coochbehar division shows the increase of 6 EDCs whereas the lowest rate
of increase is found in Buxa Tiger Reserve West (BTR-West) Division where only one
EDC has been formed in almost eight years: However, despite the overall progress,
the fact is that the ratio of progress in implementation of JFM in the district is far
below than the state ratio. In almost eight years, the average growth of FPCs and
EDCs in the state was consecutively 84.13 and 2.75 but in the district, the
corresponding statistics were 4.25 and 1.13. Moreover, the progress cannot render
proper justice to the long standing demand for reducing average area under
protection per member significantly. If we analyze the tables we would see that in
North Bengal as a whole the average area under protection/member has been
increased from 2.50 in 2000 to 2.68 in 2008. In Jalpaiguri District the area/member
remains almost same i.e. 2.030 in 2000 and 2.029 in 2008. While going into the detail
of particular division wise statistics the Table 5 shows that in the Jalpaiguri and
Baikunthapur Division the average area for protection/member has been increased
i.e. from 1.50 and 1.25 in 2000 to 1.67 and 1.92 in 2008 respectively whereas it has
been narrowly decreased in BTR (East) (from 2.98 to 2. 71) and BTR (West) (from 4.53
to 4.16} divisions. The only significant decrease of the area under protection can be
recorded in Coochbehar Division where it goes down from 2.05 in 2000 to 1.13 in
2008.
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Table 5: Progress In FPC Formation in Jalpaiguri and North Bengal
Divisions

As on December 2000(Under Xlth Plan)

As on March 2008(Under Xth Pian)

No. of
FPC

Area
Protected (ha)

No. of FPC
Member

No. of
FPC

Area Protected
(ha)

No. of
Member

Jalpalguri

49

18204

12169

63

20248.16

12069

Baikunthapur

55

7657

6113

70

15187.18

7875

Coochbehar

21

5891

2872

25

6780

5985

BTR (E)

17

10288

3454

17

9331.09

3443

BTR(W)

24

16213

4083

25

15694.85

3767

Total In the Jalpaiguri
Disirict

166

58253

28691

200

67241.28

33139

Total in North Bengal

282

87561

34925

408

124536

46325

Total in the State (WB)

3545

488095

386753

4218

553409.415

576078

Source: Constructed from State Forest Report, WB, 2000 & 2007-08
Table 6: Progress in EDC Formation in Jalpaiguri and North Bengal
Divisions

As on December 2000
_(Under Xlth Pian)
No. ofEDC
No. of
Area
EDC
Protected (ha)
Member

No. of
EDC

As on March 2008
(Under Xth Plan}_
Area
No. ofEDC
Protected (hal
Member

a.
Wildlife II
5271
969
10
6550
BTR (E)
23,328
14
18002
2547
14
BTR(Wl
6
616
07
9,901
5309
Coochbehar
6160
26
15,914
20
11452
10292
57
55,693
Total in the
48
40034
Jalpaiguri District
Total in North
64747
15686
93
76307
72
Bengal
Total in the State
110
88857
88
40034
20169
ofW.B.
Source: Constructed from State Forest Report, WB, 2000 & 2007-08

1526
1,627
2,070
7,893
13,116
18674
23428

Besides FPC /EDC formation usufruct sharing has been started during the Plan
period across different divisions in Jalpaiguri District along with the rest parts of
North Bengal. The problem is that in the consecutive State Forest Reports there is no
mention of the usufruct sharing in North Bengal. The available data collected from
four divisions under study in the Jalpaiguri District show the following figure (Table·
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7). The Table shows an uneven distribution of share among FPCs/EDCs across
divisions and except BTR (West) none of the divisions distribute usufruct among all
the FPCs and EDCs they have. Moreover, the Reports from different divisions reveal
that. except the Jalpaiguri Division the divisions having more eco-tourism spots
distributes higher share than the division having less eco-tourism potential.
Table 7: Usufruct Sharing Among FPCs & EDCs in Jalpaiguri District
Divisions

No. of ~PC & EDC Received Share

Period (Year)

Amount Received
Saving (in Lakh)

Jalapiguri

17 FPC

2007-08

1,86,494.00

Coochbehar

3 FPC& 18 EDC

2002-2006

1,98,578.90

BTR (East)

11 FPC&3 EDC

2005-08

2, 11,583.00

BTR (West)

24 FPC& 7 EDC

2005-09

75,62064.5 (Savings)

0

I

••

Source: Constructed from Reports of Different D1v1s1ons

The formation of Forest Development Agency under the Xth Plan period in
the District of Jalpaiguri on per with the rest of North Bengal contributes further to
the progress of JFM in the region. Despite being started a year later (2003-04) than
the South Bengal districts it shows a remarkable progress at least in terms of fund
utilization over the years. The approach behind the formation of FDAs ·was to
establish a firm and sustainable mechanism for devolution of funds to JFMCs for
afforestation and related activities. It was believed that the organic unity in the
structural. framework would promote efficiency, effectiveness and accountability
through decentralization and devolution of authority and responsibilities both
physical and financial. Village has been reckoned as a unit of planning and
implementation under the framework. FDAs were constituted at the Forest Division
level while FPCs/JFMCs were considered as implementing agencies at the village
level. Today as on 31/03/2008 there are four FDAs comprising 196 FPCs protecting
510 ha of. forest land in the District and eight FDAs comprising 311 FPCs protecting
1115 ha of forests in the North Bengal as a whole. The following Table (8) shows the
progress of FDA in the District of Jalpaiguri.
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Table.B.Performance of FDA in Jalpaiguri District vis-a-vis the State .

Name of FDA

N

w

2004-05 (In lakhs)

"'

2005·06 (In lakhs)

2006·07 (In lakhs)

Fund Utilization Utilization Fund
Available
Available
(%)

Utilizat
ion

Utiliza
Fund Utilization Utiliza
tion Available
lion
(%)
(%)

58

58

47.36

47.36

100

76.00

57.75

75.98

80.39

71.00

88.31

40.19

33.75

83.98

Baikuntha pur

67

67

39.31

39.31

100

64.87

53.63

82.67

70.14

40.00

57.02

49.42

24.46

49.49

Coochbehar

51

61

22.95

22.95

100

35.02

20.07

57.31

33.00

31.60

95.75

30.27

27.27

90.09

Wildlife-If

0

10

00

00

00

00

00

00

00

00

00

5.62

4.25

75.62

Total inthe

176

196

109.62

109.62

100

175.89

131.45

74.73

183.53

142.6

77.69

119.88

85.48

71.30

1242

1315

673.10

554.59

82.39

1050.59

603.62

57.45

1121.59

630.40

56.20

864.61

652.97

75.52

Jalpalguri

-

2003·04 (In lakhs)
No. of No of
FPC as FPC as
on
on
Fund Utilizati Utiliz
31/03/06 31/03/08 Available
ali on
on
(%)

0

District
Total in the
·state
Source: Constructed from State Forest Report, WB, 2005-06 & 2007-08
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~
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If we assess the performance of FDA in terms of its utilization of fund, we would see
that most strikingly it utilized 100% of the fund across three divisions in 2003-04
where as the State's average utilization was 82.39% of its fund in that same year. But
except the year, the district could not utilize its fund fully rather always it was below
than 75%. Among FDAs within the district, Baikunthapur, the largest FDA comprising
67 FPCs showed a continuous decline in terms of fund utilization over the years and
from 100% utilization in the year 2003-04 it secured the lowest percentage in the
district in 2006-07 with merely 49.49% utilization of its fund. Jalpaiguri FDA on the
other hand, is marked by a steady performance, as its utilization of fund never went
down below 75%. The Coochbehar FDA is the only FDA, in which the number of FPCs
increased from 51 to 61 in 2006 showing on and above 90% of fund utilization in the
consecutive year of 2005-06 & 2006-07. The Wildlife II FDA formed later in 2006 and
utilized 75.62% of fund in the financial year of 2006-07. However, the district was
performing well in comparison to the state as a whole. The number of FDAs and FPCs
has been increased from three to four and from 176 to 196 respectively during the
period 2003 to 2006. It was only in 2006-07, its utilization (71.3%) went down below
the state average (75.52%) otherwise, except the year 2006-07, it always crossed the
average utilization of the state all along the years.
Besides, the formation of Self Help Groups (SHGs) in the District under the
Plan period creates the scope for alternative livelihood opportunities leading to
economic empowerment among the forest dwellers. For that ·certain alternative
sources of income have been identified by the FD which includes Sal leaf plate
making, mushroom cultivation, bidi making, piggeries, duckeries, poultry farms, rice
husking, soft toy making etc. For sustainability of SHGs comprehensive training
programmes including refresher courses for both target groups and Departmental
staffs have been arranged at regular intervals to assess the actual state of affairs
including identification of the actual problems faced by the SHGs and to ensure the
suitable market linkages for their products. NABARD, DRDA and some NGOs along
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with the officers of some line departments e.g. Rural Development, Health, ARDD,
Sericulture, Agriculture, Fishery etc. and local bank authorities have been involved
actively in the process. The state forest reports show the comparative performance
of SHGs within the Plan period across forest divisions in the District (See Table 9)
Table: 9 Progress of SHGs across forest divisions in Jalpaiguri District

Forest

As on 31/03/2006

Divisions

No.

No.

of

FPC/

SHG

EDC In

of No.

Corpus

No.

No.

Women

fund

of

FPC/EOC

Women

fund

SHG

generated

SHG

In SHG

SHG

generated

SHG
Jalpalguri

As on 31/03/2008
of

of

No.

(Rs)

of

Corpus

(Rs)

6

23

41,851

23

6

23

41,851

Balkunthapur 59

14

49

6,46,972

59

14

49

7,60,000

BTR (East)

246

23

246

8,88,948

246

23

246

00000

BTR (West)

447

31

434

1,36,048

246

31

240

00000

Coochbehar

493

49

403

19,43,131

442

33

200

20,2000

Wildlife-11

26

8

25

9,479

33

10

27

1,43,000

Total

1294

131

1180

36,66,429

1049

117

785

11,46,851

23

Source: Constructed from State Forest Report, WB, 2005-06 & 2007-08

However, if we compare the performance over the years in the District we
shall find that the picture is not at all encouraging. In all dimensions including
number of SHGs, number of FPCs/EDCs covered under SHGs, number of exclusive
women SHGs and amount of corpus fund generation the performance is diminishing.
In 2006 there were 1294 SHGs including 1180 women SHGs covering 131 number of
FPCs/EDCs and were responsible for Rs 36,66, 429 across six forest divisions in the
Jalapiguri District whereas in 2008 the number went down to 1049 SHGs including
merely 785 women SHGs covering 117 FPCs and EDCs and generated only Rs 11,46,
851 among which BTR (east) and BTR (West) had no contribution. Moreover the
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Table shows that in 2008 except Wildlife-11 divisions the number of SHGs and
FPCs/EDCs under those SHGs either have been decreased or remained same as on
March, 2006 in other divisions though the generation of fund has been increased in
Baikunthapur, Coochbehar and Wildlife-11 divisions. Wildlife-11 can be designated as
highest performing Division in terms of progress in all the dimensions whereas the
BTR (West) can. be regarded as the poorest performing Divisions as its number of
SHGs has been decreased from 447 in 2006 to 246 in 2008 and it has even been
failed to generate corpus fund along with BTR (East) Division in 2008 which indicates
that either the SHGs in two divisions have become ineffective or defunct during the
Plan period.
In addition to the above "The Project for Infrastructure Development and
JFM Support in North Bengal" as initiated by the West Bengal Forest Development
Corporation. attempts to facilitate the progress of JFM in North Bengal including all
the forest divisions under Jalpaiguri District. The Project started in 2003-04 with the
following major objectives:
1.

To conserve vast and rich forest areas. of North Bengal

2.

To maintain, improve and create the infrastructure necessary for protection
of forests and wildlife

3.
· · 4.

To create and maintain plantations
To regularly harvest forest resources by CFC, cultural operations, canopy
opening, C.D. operations as per Working Plan prescriptions and collect drift
and seized timber

5.

To ensure generation of adequate man days for the fringe population

6. .

To enhance co-operation between the local people and the forest staff for
natural resource management and protection

7.

To sustain Joint Forest Management by a series of measures
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In order to fulfill those objectives it was decided that the West Bengal Forest
Development Corporation would entirely finance the harvesting cost and the cost of
project inputs and make recoveries from the proceeds of sale of forest produce.
Immediately after the approval of The Project fund for regeneration, removal of ·
Mailing Bamboo and forest protection amounting Rs. 1. 77 crores was released in
March 2004. In the Year 2004-05 a total amount of Rs. 1.57 crores, in 2005-06 an
amount of Rs. 1.83 crores and during 2006-07 an amount of Rs. 1.798 crores was
released. 11
Further, the National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, (NREGA) was notified ·
on September, 2005. The Act provided a legal Guarantee of 100 days of wage
employment in a financial year to every rural household whose adult members
volunteer to do unskilled manual work at the minimum wage rate notified for
agricultural labor prescribed in the State or else an unemployment allowance. The
objective of the Act was to supplement wage employment opportunities in rural
areas and in the process also built up durable assets. 18 The Act came into effect on
April, 2008 in the forest villages under Jalpaiguri District. The purpose of the NREGA
is to enhance alternative livelihood opportunity of the communities for income
generation through traditional and land based activities along with skill upgradation
and value addition to their skills through support activities and training. Besides,
various soil conservation works and rehabilitation of degraded forests have been
included under the project in forest villages. Hence, it is expected that the Act would
contribute in the empowerment of the forest dwellers by uplifting the livelihood
conditions of those communities to a great extent. However, the data collected from
Jalpaiguri Forest Division shows that Rs 62, 46,978 has been approved as project cost
under NREGA for the socio-economic benefit of forest villagers and part of the FPC
members during the year of 2008-09. 19

11

West Bengal State Forest Report , 2007-08, Pages 115-116
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Moreover, The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006, commonly known as Forest Right Act (FRA)
was passed by the Parliament on 18 December 2006 (See Appendix Ill}. After a oneyear delay, the Act was finally notified on 31 December 2007 and the final 'Rules'
were notified on 1 January 2008. Salient features of the Act are as follows:

1.

The Act recognizes and vests the forest rights and occupation in forest land in
forest dwelling Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers who
have been residing in such forests for generations but whose rights could not
be recorded. This would undo the historical injustice done to the forest
dwelling Scheduled Tribes.

·2.

The Act provides for recognition of forest rights of other traditional forest
dwellers provided they have for at least three generations prior to
13.12.200S primarily resided in and have depended on the forest or forest
land for bonafide livelihood needs. A "generation" for this purpose would
mean a period comprising of 25 years.

3. ·

The cut off date for recognition and vesting of forest rights under the Act will
be 13.12.2005.

4.

The Act provides for the ceiling of occupation.of forest land for purposes of
recognition of forest rights to the area under actual occupation and in no
case exceeding an area of four hectares.

5.

The Act provides for conferring rights in the National Parks and Sanctuaries
also, renamed as 'critical wildlife habitat' on regular basis.

6.

The Act provides for the right to hold and live in the forestland under the
individual or common occupation for habitation or for self-cultivation for
livelihood by a member or members of a forest dwelling Scheduled Tribe or
other traditional forest dwellers.
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The Act recognizes the right of ownership access to collect, use, and dispose
of minor forest produce which has been traditionally collected within or
outside village boundaries. The Act has defined the term "minor forest
produce" to include all non-timber forest produce of plant origin, including
bamboo, brush wood, stumps, cane, tussar, cocoons, honey, wax, lac, tendu
or kendu leaves, medicinal plants and herbs, roots, tubers and the like.

8.

The Act recognizes the right to in situ rehabilitation including alternative land
in cases where the Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers
have been illegally evicted or displaced from forest land of any description
without receiving their legal entitlement to rehabilitation prior to 13.12.2005.

9.

The Act provides for the forest right relating to Government providing for
diversion of forest land for the purpose of schools, hospitals, anganwaris,
drinking

water

supply

and

water

pipelines,

roads,

electric

and

telecommunication lines, etc.
10.

The rights conferred under the Act shall be heritable but not alienable or
transferable and shall be registered jointly in the name of both the spouses in
the case of married persons and in the name of the single head, in the case of
a household headed by a single person and in the absence of a direct heir,
the heritable right shall pass on to the next of kin.

11.

The Act provides that no member of a forest dwelling Scheduled Tribe or
other traditional forest dwellers shall be evicted or removed from forest land
under his occupation till the recognition and verification procedure is
completed.

12.

As per the Act, the Gram Sabha has been designated as the competent
authority for initiating the process of determining the nature and extent of
individual or community forest rights or both that may be given to the forest
dwelling Scheduled Tribes and other traditional forest dwellers.
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The Act secures rights of the forest dwellers but the people as per the Act
· would have to perform the responsibility of protection, conservation and
regeneration of wild life, forests and biodiversity. Since the Gram Sabhas
have been designated as the competent authority for initiating the process of
determining the nature and extent of individual or community forest rights
that may be given to the scheduled tribes and other traditional forest
dwellers, this would empower the local communities in management of their
natural resources in tune with the provisions ofthe PESA Act, 1996.
The significance and fundamental contribution of the Act in the praxis of

forest rights lies in its community orientation. This community orientation has not
only been reflected in respect to the communities claims over the forests' resources
but also in the overall procedure for recognizing land rights of the forest dwellers.
The objective of the Forest Right Act, on the other, is to recognize rights of the forest
dwellers including the responsibilities and authority for sustainable use, conservation
of biodiversity and maintenance of ecological balance through Gram Sabha and
thereby strengthening the conservation regime of the forests while ensuring
livelihood and food security of the forest dwelling communities. (The Gazette of
India, 2007:1) However, in West Bengal the Order provided to initiate the
implementation of the FRA was issued on 1 ih March, 200812 which proposed the
formation of Forest Rights Committees (FRC's) at the Gram Sansad level to settle
down the rights of the forest dwellers whereas the FRA (Rule 3.1) clearly stated that
the formation of FRCs would have been at the Gram Sabha level in which the Gram
Sabha has been defined as the village assembly comprising of all adult members of a

village. (Jbid:3) Gram Sansad, on the other, according to the Panchayat Act, 1973,
West Bengal, is a body constituted with all the voters in a constituency of the Gram
Panchayat. The constituency, however, may comprises of several villages, depending
upon the size of voting population, even resides at the considerable distance to each.

12

The GO No.l220/PN/O/l/IA-2/07 issued by the Principle Secretary, Gov. of West Bengal dated
17"' March,2008
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other, which often left the opportunity for elected Panchayat Member from that
Gram Sansad to favor his own village at the cost of others while distributing benefits

of a government's scheme inequitably. There is even no upper limit in the number
of villages under a Gram Sansad whereas Gram Sabha is based upon a single village.
In a extreme case 11 numbers of remote and spatially forest villages in the Buxa
Tiger Reserve (East) Divisions of Jalpaiguri District constitutes a single Gram Sansad
under the Rajabhatkhawa Gram Panchayat. Therefore, formation of FRCs at the
multi-village Gram-Sansad level instead of single-village Gram Sabha level could
make the process of recognizing rights and empowerment of communities
ineffective while providing the forest bureaucracy with an opportunity to manipulate
the overall process of implementation in collaboration with corrupt Panchayat
members. Hence, the implementation of FRA in the District of Jalpaiguri has been
reduced to mere 'patta' giving process while the community building initiatives
through Gram Sabha has been ignored accordingly. Till date the official data
regarding the implementation of FRA in the District is lacking though according to
1

Additional Divisional Forest Officer (ADO) Jalpaiguri Division reported that as on 28 h
February, 2010; total 2210 land. titles (patta) so far have been given to the forest
villagers. in different divisions which includes 361 in Sa dar Sub-Division, 783 in
Malbazar Subdivision and 1066 in Alipurduar Subdivision.

7.

Problem Areas within the Framework of SFM:

It can fairly be asserted that the· evolving framework of sustainable forest
management in North Bengal was not free from resistance from external factors.
There were several bottlenecks outside affecting the framework itself, which in turn
affect the performance and progress of SFM in North Bengal. State Forest
Department identified certain issues and problem areas which affect the framework
negatively and impede its growth and development. Jalpaiguri in particular and
North Bengal in general is no exception to that. The Problem areas are as follows:
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1.

Variability of site-productivity bringing in inequity in sharing of usufructs

2.

Political rivalries among people and inequities existing amongst groups of
FPC members

3.

Population growth and unemployment

4.

Inadequate motivation of staff or absence of motivation

5.

Lack of will

6.

A strong compartmentalized development approach

7.

Outreach of development activities falling short of targeted fringepopulation

· 8.

Heterogeneity in population and occupational structure

9.

Organized timber theft, anti-social activities, insurgence and terrorism in
certain areas and smuggling and cross boarder activities along international
border etc. (State Forest Report, 2003-04:40-41)
Besides, there are certain context specific problems arising from both the ·

peculiar bio-physical character of the forests eco-system and the historically
patterned regionalized praxis of forest governance which contributed to undermine
the localized framework of sustainable forest management in North Bengal
notwithstanding the general drawbacks or loopholes in the participatory forest
management system as a whole. All these factors led to an appreciable difference in
the level of performance of FPCs and EDCs or JFMC's compared to the South or
South-West Bengal.

8.

Conclusion

In the present chapter we had an idea about how the global discourse on
environmental/forest management has shaped the theories and practices of those in
India. Our review of the practices of sustainable forest management here further
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shows that in the context of India the empowerment initiatives through SFM
produce uneven results across states. In the context of North Bengal in general and
Jalpaiguri in particular the state interventions at least in terms of fund outlay,
introductions of new schemes like NAP, SHGs etc has increased to a considerable
extent in the Xth Plan period compared to the early phases of its implementation.
Still the top-down process of empowering communities is marked by inconsistent
·bureaucratic endeavor in the Jalpaiguri District which has resulted· in differential
progress of the Govt. schemes, formation of FPCs/EDCs and utilization of available
funds across forest divisions. Besides the progress of NREGA and FRA, 2006 is lacking
supportive evidence yet which is questioning the sincerity on the part of bureaucracy
in implementation of those programmes seriously in the District. However, the
extent of effective execution of those programmes and the fate of both the
empowerment and sustainability in the field situation cannot be estimated without
understanding the degree of penetration of the collaborative engagement on the
ground which shall be discussed at a greater length in the next chapter based upon
the experiences of field works undertaken for the study.
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