S

SLU

Biodiversity conservation in

community forests
Local values and decentralization in Nepal

Anna Haglund Stahl

Independent project * 30 credits
Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU
Faculty of Natural R d Agricultural Sci

aculty of Natural Resources and Agricultural Sciences

Agriculture Programme - Rural Development
Uppsala 2024 J
N




Biodiversity conservation in community forests. Local values
and decentralization in Nepal

Anna Haglund Stahl

Supervisor:

Examiner:

Credits:
Level:
Course title:

Course code:
Programme/education:

Course coordinating dept:

Place of publication:
Year of publication:
Cover picture:
Copyright:

Online publication:

Keywords:

Harry Fischer, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU,
Department of Urban and Rural Development

Brian Kuns, Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences, SLU,
Department of Urban and Rural Development

30 credits
Second cycle, A2E

Master thesis in Rural Development, A2E - Agriculture Programme
- Rural Development

EX0890

Agriculture Programme - Rural Development
Department of Urban and Rural Development
Uppsala

2024

Photo taken by the author, Anna Haglund Stahl 2024

All featured images are used with permission from the copyright
owner.

https://stud.epsilon.slu.se

biodiversity, conservation, community forestry, community-based
natural resource management, values, knowledge,
decentralization

Swedish University of Agricultural Sciences
Faculty of Natural Resources and Agricultural Sciences
Department of Urban and Rural Development

Division of Rural Development


https://stud.epsilon.slu.se/

Abstract

Amidst alarming global biodiversity loss, community-based approaches in natural resource
management have been increasingly recognized in environmental policies. Nepal’s Community
forestry program is an example of community-based natural resource management, in theory
consisting of the formation of local institutions with decentralized decision-making regarding the
forests. This thesis explores the intersection of local values and forest management in Nepal's
community forests, utilizing qualitative methods including interviews and participant observation,
along with forest inventories. Research questions addressed include: the values local resource users
attribute to forest biodiversity, governance structures in place, and opportunities and challenges in
empowering local communities in biodiversity management. The study employs a feminist political
ecology framework to analyse the power dynamics and emotional connections of marginalized
communities to natural resources. It additionally draws on concepts developed in previous research
of authority within decentralized governance structures. The findings show that forest users value a
variety of tree species of different benefits and consider active utilization of forests as determinant
for the conservation of species diversity. High local autonomy was found to foster local engagement,
awareness and valuation of forest species. The study indicates however, that challenges in local
empowerment and governance persist in Nepali Community forestry, restricting the influence of
local communities in forest management. The research underscores the importance of inclusive
governance that integrates local expertise and emotional connections to forests, supported by
appropriate government measures. Community-based approaches have the potential to enhance the
effectiveness of biodiversity conservation by leveraging local knowledge and fostering adaptive
governance.

Keywords: biodiversity, conservation, community forestry, community-based natural resource
management, values, knowledge, decentralization
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1. Introduction

Halting biodiversity loss is one of the biggest challenges of our time as species are
declining globally during what is deemed to be a current mass-extinction (CBD
2010). Biodiversity is crucial for the sustainability of ecosystem services, and
livelihoods for people (Reid et al. 2005; Cardinale et al. 2012). Over the last twenty
years, the role of indigenous people and local communities in biodiversity
conservation have increasingly been acknowledged through shifts in conservation
approaches (IPBES 2019). The foundation for this is the local communities’ close
connection to the land, reliance on natural resources for livelihoods, and traditional
ecological knowledge, which position them as important stewards of biodiversity
(Mauro & Hardison 2000; Sneed et al. 2000). Indigenous peoples and local
communities are now recognized in global environmental endeavours and the
importance of their participation in natural resource governance is cemented by
major frameworks like the Convention on Biological Diversity (Parks & Tsioumani
2023) and by the endorsement of the COP26 the Glasgow declaration of forests and
land use (The National Archives 2021).

Forests are home to most of the world’s terrestrial biodiversity (UNEP & FAO
2020), while a substantial portion of the global population rely on forests for their
livelihood, subsistence and income (Newton et al. 2016; UN 2021). Recognizing
the key contributions of forests to rural livelihoods and communities’ role in
protecting them, many governments have decentralized the management of forests
to local user groups (Agrawal et al. 2008). The formal recognition involves a
decentralization of the legal ownership, usufructuary rights and decision-making
powers to local communities, and has predominantly occurred in the global south
(Rights and Resources Initiative 2018).

Community forestry entails a range of ways for organizing forestry with local
community authority in forest management and distribution of benefits, often in
partnership with the government (Charnley & Poe 2007). The history of community
forestry goes back to the 70’s as a response to global concerns of resource and
nature degradation and forest loss and international policy sought to promote a
community-based model. Nepal launched community forestry as one of the world’s
first countries (Bartlett 1992), partnering the authority of management between
communities and the state. Today, it is estimated that one-third of the global forests
are managed through some form of community forestry (FAO 2016). A



community-based model and the formation of local institutions, could help to
promote local collective action in management (Poteete & Ostrom 2004). This was
thought to be the way to achieve restoration of the Nepali forests whilst also
enhancing people’s livelihoods (Ojha et al. 2010; Oldekop et al. 2019).

Nepal is part of a biodiversity hotspot due to its unique climatic and topographic
conditions in the Himalayan region (Shakya et al. 2007; CBD n.d.). The dominantly
small-scale, subsistence-based agricultural system in Nepal is closely linked to
forest resources, especially in the typical systems with terrace cultivation and
livestock production of the Mid-hills of Nepal (Mahat et al. 1987).

The community forestry programme in Nepal has been credited with positive
outcomes in protection of forests, curbing deforestation and supporting rural
livelihoods (Oldekop et al. 2019). At the global level, community managed forests
often harbour high levels of biodiversity (Fischer et al. 2023). However, the
connection between the local use, values and biodiversity outcomes needs further
exploration to turn the tide of biodiversity loss. In Nepal, with widespread
community managed forest, we can explore how local values of biodiversity
translates into management decisions.

1.1 Problem statement

Nepal's Community Forestry Programs have been an internationally praised system
for sustainable forest management, livelihood promotion, and conservation through
decentralization and participation (Pokharel et al. 2007a; Ojha et al. 2010).
Globally, the outcomes of community forestry initiatives have been uneven, but
Nepal has been regarded as a comparatively successful example (Libois et al. 2021).
In many cases, it has been shown that forests have grown back and community
members can enjoy the benefits (Pokharel et al. 2007a; Oldekop et al. 2019).
However, the program has faced criticism for its ambitious reforestation efforts that
has in many instances overshadowed other aspects. For example, aims of increasing
forest cover and economic growth have, in many cases, led to strict forest protection
or plantations of non-native trees of little benefit to locals and biodiversity (Shrestha
& McManus 2008; Ojha et al. 2009; Hajjar et al. 2021; Paudel et al. 2022).

In Nepal, the Mid-hills are the most diverse in terms of ecosystems with high
species diversity (Government of Nepal 2014), and at the same time have the
highest concentration of Community Forests (Springate-Baginski et al. 2003;
Thwaites et al. 2017). Nepal has committed to the Convention on Biological
Diversity and its biodiversity mainstreaming framework, prompting a priority of
biodiversity in policies, programs and investments in forestry (Harrison &
Chepstow-Lusty 2024). Nepal’s economy is predominantly agricultural and is
vulnerable to climate change through its effects on temperatures and water
resources (Bartlett et al. 2010). Effects of climate change will exacerbate present
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vulnerabilities in communities and the environments they rely on (Adger & Kelly
1999; The World Bank 2023) and is considered one of the biggest threats to
biodiversity (IPBES 2019). Biodiverse ecosystems often have higher resilience to
environmental disturbances (Oliver et al. 2015).

Biodiversity is however a concept with a complexity of levels, scale and
interactions (Boudouresque 2011). It is increasingly recognized that the richness in
biodiversity is shaped by intricate historical and socio-cultural processes not easily
quantified and understood (Ellis 2015). Biodiversity's intrinsic value, cultural
significance, and utilitarian benefits add layers of complexity to its
conceptualization (Koziell & Saunders 2001). Biodiversity is thus an abstraction —
stemming from, existing in, and influenced by complex systems, not entirely
captured in ecological research models. This complexity underscores the need for
integrated approaches that consider both ecological and social dimensions to
sustainably manage land resources and conserve biodiversity (DeFries et al. 2004).
In this case study located in the Nepali Mid-hills, we will study the attitudes and
values regarding forest biodiversity in Community Forests, ultimately influencing
the local management decisions.

1.2 Aim and research questions

The objective of the study is to provide insights on perceptions of biodiversity of
members of the community forestry program. In this decentralized structure, the
local values connected to the forest and its species are assumed to directly shape
how different villages manage their forest. The study used qualitative interviews
and participant observation to investigate how forest biodiversity is connected to
people’s everyday lives, values, traditions and knowledge. Also, forest inventories
were carried out to provide the local ecological context, providing the basic data
for the species mentioned in the interviews. Further, the study includes an
assessment of how the local inhabitants perceive community forestry management
strategies and how local values may contribute to sustainable biodiversity
conservation.

This research aims to explore how community-managed forests, and in particular
local dynamics and practices of participation, can contribute to biodiversity
conservation, ultimately improving the knowledge of sustainable governance of
forest biodiversity. Without a better understanding of how values and actions in
forests can affect biodiversity, efforts to mitigate the development can produce
unintended or antagonistic effects.

11



Research questions:

e What are some key ecological, cultural, and socio-economic values
attributed to forest biodiversity by local resource users?

e What formal and informal governance structures are in place for managing
forest biodiversity, and how do they align with the priorities and preferences
of local forest users?

e What are some opportunities and challenges for empowering local
communities in forest management, particularly regarding biodiversity
conservation?

12



2. Background

This section provides a background, touching on how community-based approaches
gained attention in general nature conservation, the theoretical benefits of local
participation, and previous research on the community forestry program of Nepal.
This provides an explanation of the context of the case studies for this thesis and
leads to the presentation of a research gap and the relevance of this study.

2.1 Community-based natural resource management

Community forestry is a form of governance that involves the collective
management and stewardship of forest resources by local communities. Typically,
it involves some degree of devolution of decision-making authority from the central
government to local institutions that govern resource management practices,
establish rules, and facilitate community engagement (Agrawal & Gibson 1999). It
requires recognition and legally secure rights of communities to access, use, and
manage resources. This empowers communities to take ownership and
responsibility for conservation efforts (Ostrom 1990). In order for local
communities to make decisions and implement management strategies, they must
have the authority. This discretionary power allows for adaptive and context-
specific management (Ribot 2004).

The community-based approach in natural resource management is built on several
theoretical frameworks developed since the early environmental movements of the
60’s and 70’s (Lowe et al. 1995). The ideal at that time was conservation based on
assessments and plans drawn up by experts, as land-use by local populations was
seen, particularly in developing country contexts, as inherently destructive to nature
(Dryzek, 2005). Concerns about resource degradation were growing, specifically in
forests and other ecosystems that were exploited as ‘commons’, such as fisheries
and grazing lands (Ostrom 2008). As it is difficult to exclude the use of such
resources and given the fact that such resources are often limited in supply, it was
assumed that individuals acting in their own self-interest would over-exploit
‘common’ resources, resulting in the depletion of the collective good, also known
as the “tragedy of the commons” (Hardin 1968). The recommended solution for this
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dilemma, presented by the ecologist Garrett Hardin, was either state control over
the resources through regulation or privatization.

However, in works such as those of the economist Elinor Ostrom, Governing the
Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for Collective Action (1990) another
approach was presented. It was argued that collective action undergirded by
genuine local institutions in fact could successfully regulate common (pool)
recourses in a way that was adaptive to the needs of the community. (Ostrom 2010).
Local institutions with a common ground of trust, norms and rules were shown to
support collective action and control over resources and activities, resulting in a
more sustainable resource use (Ostrom 1990).

Additionally, mounting evidence of the inefficiency of expert-driven, top-down
projects that overlooked local knowledge, values and needs, led to calls for reforms
to decentralize authority over resource use to the local level from central state
institutions (Lowe et al. 1995). Thus, with Ostrom’s theorization of common
property arrangements serving as a point of departure for researchers, participatory
and community-based approaches gained traction in the field of natural resource
management (Schneider 2003; Andersson et al. 2004). This would contribute to
empowerment of local communities, enhance participation in decision-making
processes, and promote more effective and equitable management of natural
resources (Ribot 2005). Participatory decision-making would give a more
comprehensive understanding of the complex nature and the diversity of solutions
needed, by taking advantage of place- and time-specific knowledge embedded in
local communities (Lemos & Agrawal 2006; Nightingale et al. 2020).

Another driver for participatory governance was the increasing recognition of
indigenous, local and traditional knowledge in informing sustainable resource
management. Local knowledge is based on long-standing observations and
interactions with the environment, and can complement scientific knowledge
(Berkes et al. 2000). Such cultural knowledge and views on biodiversity are often
undervalued in favour of expert scientific knowledge (Adade Williams et al. 2020;
IPBES 2022), which can hinder effective civic participation in the management of
and decision-making around natural resource use (Fischer & Young 2007). In
effect, scientific knowledge defines and frames forests, shaping the policies for
management and conservation, and excluding or undervaluing the values and needs
of local communities (Savilaakso et al. 2023).

At the same time, decentralized governance is complex, and not automatically
democratic and effective. Some key challenges remain, and local communities’
management of natural resources are threatened by multiple forces, both external
and internal. Effective decentralization requires democratic representation,
characterized by downward accountability and responsiveness to local demands
(Ribot 2005). The success of participatory approaches depends on the processes of
the local institutions formed, and long-term political reforms and support of
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decentralized governance (Ribot 2005; Fischer 2021). Local resource governance
is influenced by external actors and social, economic, political and ecological
drivers that constrain the autonomy of institutions to function properly (Berkes
2006). Poor or failed implementation of legal instruments to ensure the rights to
access lands and resources risks undermining local knowledge and values in an
increasingly commodified economic system (IPBES 2022). The local institutions
are often lacking empowerment, resulting in insufficient autonomy in their
decisions. When communities are empowered and have autonomy, they are more
likely to engage in sustainable management practices and protect forest resources.
Empowerment also fosters democratic processes within the community, enhancing
transparency and accountability in forest management (Pokharel et al. 2007b).
Evidence suggest that for community forestry to be effective, local communities
must not only participate in, but also have significant control over decision-making
processes (Ribot 2005; Fischer et al. 2023). This empowerment is essential for
ensuring that the management practices are tailored to local needs and conditions,
fostering a sense of ownership and responsibility among community members
(Maryudi et al. 2012).

Today, community-based natural resource management is a common approach
to address both environmental and socioeconomic goals and to balance the
exploitation and conservation of important ecosystem features (Kellert et al. 2000;
Heller & Zavaleta 2009). Forty percent of conserved areas globally are now
managed by local communities (IPBES 2022). Human-occupied landscapes are
increasingly specifically targeted in current restoration interventions due to their
significant ecological, social, and economic implications, and are usually located in
the global south (Carter & Linnell 2023). Local participation is crucial in current
conservation efforts, to align with the livelihoods and needs of local communities
inhabiting these landscapes (Brooks 2010). Understanding the history and theories
of community-based management is therefore useful for informing more
sustainable conservation efforts in the future.

Because of their close connection with, and high dependence on, forest resources
and ecosystems, local communities are among the first to witness, understand, and
experience the impacts of climate change on forests, as well as on their livelihoods
and culture (Parrotta & Agnoletti 2012). It is recognized that many local
communities manage natural resource and species sustainably through local
knowledge of species, practices and tradition (IPBES 2022). These observatory and
responsive mechanisms in local communities becomes especially important in
biodiversity conservation. This local ecological knowledge is often based on long-
term interactions with their environment, allowing them to notice subtle changes in
species populations and ecosystem health that might be overlooked by external
observers (WWF et al. 2021).
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2.2 The concept and management of biodiversity

Biodiversity has become a very popular term in environmental discourses since it
was coined in the 1980’s (Harper et al. 1997). However, ‘biodiversity’ has not
clearly been defined — it is generally described as encompassing the variety of life,
from genes and species, to ecosystems (CBD 1992; Adom et al. 2019). One reason
for the popularity of the concept is that biodiversity as a concept helps frame
current, significant environmental issues (Bartkowski 2017). However, biodiversity
is arguably more than the numbers of species. The definition of biodiversity has
been framed by different constructions, where the domination of Western scientific
perspectives has led to the marginalization and displacement of local communities
in the name of conservation (Escobar 1998). The social dimension reflects the
complex interplay between ecosystems and human societies, such as the cultural
identity and livelihoods linked to biodiversity (Berkes 2012). Focusing on only one
aspect of biodiversity risks simplification of what is a complex concept (Agrawal
& Redford 2006).

In ecological terms, it has been determined that biodiversity stabilizes vital
ecosystem services over time, as biodiversity loss has been shown to compromise
the efficiency of ecosystem processes, with accelerating impacts as the loss
increases (Cardinale et al. 2012). Ecosystem services includes basic processes for
life on earth, such as regulating air, water, soil and climate, providing nutrition and
materials as well as cultural and recreational values (Daily 1997). In addition to
effects on ecosystem services, it is estimated that 70% of the world’s poor are
directly dependent on wild species and thus, resource depletion and biodiversity
loss can directly threaten livelihoods (IPBES 2022).

Several direct and indirect threats to biodiversity have been determined. The
direct threats are the changing use of sea and land, direct exploitation of organisms,
climate change, pollution, and invasive non-native species. The indirect threats are
people’s disconnect with nature and the failure to recognize its value and
significance in society (IPBES 2019). Land use changes alter habitats and disrupt
ecosystems, leading to declines in species richness and abundance, indicating that
both spatial and temporal scales needs to be considered when studying land use and
biodiversity relationships (Haines-Young 2009). In terms of land use, more
intensive land use typically leads to greater biodiversity loss, while less intensive
practices may allow for more coexistence of human activities and biodiversity
(Tscharntke et al. 2005). In forest- dependent communities, measures such as
selective logging, maintaining forest structure, and preserving critical habitats are
important in sustainable management for forest biodiversity (Lindenmayer &
Franklin 2002).

Community-based approaches have been recognized as a useful approach in
human-occupied landscapes for biodiversity management as they are considered an
effective tool for better environmental and socio-economic outcomes by
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empowering local communities and ensuring their active involvement in
conservation projects (The World Bank 2017; UNDP 2017; FAO 2021). This is
based on research stating that local communities often have a deep understanding
of their environment and possess valuable knowledge about local species and
ecosystems, which can greatly inform conservation strategies (Wilder et al. 2016).
When local communities are meaningfully involved, they are more likely to take
ownership and responsibility for conservation efforts, leading to more sustainable
outcomes (Kothari et al. 2013). It can help balance conservation goals with local
needs, reducing potential conflicts over resource use (Redpath et al. 2013). Local
communities can also effectively monitor biodiversity and enforce conservation
regulations, acting as stewards of their environment (Danielsen et al. 2005), and
can enhance the resilience and adaptability of conservation projects by involving
those who are directly affected and invested in finding solutions (Ruiz-Mallén &
Corbera 2013). Climate change further drives the need for biodiversity management
to focus on future uncertainty, and an adaptive approach as the understanding of
forces for ecological change has developed (Keith et al. 2011). Local communities
often have detailed knowledge about their environments and can provide insights
into changes and effective adaptation strategies (Heller & Zavaleta 2009).
Community-based natural resource management is a pivotal approach in
biodiversity conservation, emphasizing the involvement of local communities in
the sustainable management of natural resources. In Nepal, Community forestry has
empowered local user groups to manage forest resources, leading to improved
forest conditions and increased biodiversity (Pokharel et al. 2007b).

2.3 Community forestry in Nepal

The formation of community forestry in Nepal was part of a larger movement
toward community-based natural resource management, envisioned as a way to
support more local, bottom-up approach to development and nature conservation
(Charnley & Poe 2007). The model of Community Forestry was launched in the
late 1970’s during global concerns about forest degradation and soil erosion in what
was termed the “Himalayan crisis” (Ojha et al. 2009). The forests of the Community
Forest program are used collectively by user groups with established property rights
to benefits derived from the resource (Agrawal & Chhatre 2006). The program and
the rights of local people in the management were recognized legally with the Forest
Act 1993 (Acharya 2002). There are now about 20,000 community forests (CFs) in
Nepal (Pandey & Pokhrel 2021) with use rights distributed amongst the members
of the Community Forest User Group (CFUG), while the government still formally
retains ownership of the land (Acharya 2002). The CFUG committee assembly is
the highest authority of forest management, and decides the rules of the CF and the
management of the forest, including protection measures, harvesting and
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distribution of benefits (Acharya 2002). In order to obtain and retain this authority,
the CFUGs need to have a valid operational plan, approved by the local district
forest office. The operational plans of the community forests are the basis for the
management. It sets out the objectives for the management, activities, rules and

regulations on forest use (Bartlett 1992; Ojha et al. 2010).

Table 1. CFUG rights according to the Forest Act (1993). Source: (Ojha et al. 2010).

1. Rights to self- governance

2. Rights to forest management
and utilization

Communities have rights to form a
Community Forest User Group
(CFUG) as per their willingness,
capacity, and customary rights.

There is no limit to the forest area that
can be handed over to communities.

Community forest boundaries will not
be restricted to existing administrative
or political boundaries.

CFUGs can make optimal use of their
forest by growing cash crops together
with forest crops.

Government can dismantle the CFUG
if the latter is found to engage in large
scale deforestation, but in such cases it
is the duty of the government to
reconstitute the CFUG.

CFUGs can mortgage their standing
forest  products  with
institutions to obtain loans.

financial

CFUGs can elect, select or change
executive committee at any time.

CFUGs can utilize their funds for any
purpose (but 25% of income from
forest be spent forest
development)

must

CFUGs can punish members who
break their rules.

CFUGs can freely set prices and
market their forest produce.

CFUGs can amend or revise their
constitution at any time

CFUGs can establish enterprises and
make profits.

CFUGs can seek support from any
organization.

CFUGs can raise funds by various
forestry and non-forestry means with
all income going to group funds with
no requirement for sharing financial
revenues with the government.

CFUGs can invest in any areas,
persons or development activities
according to the decision of CFUG
assembly.
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According to the Forest Act and associated forest regulations passed, the CFUGs
are recognized as legal, autonomous entities with full authority and responsibility
to protect, manage, and utilize forest resources (Ojha et al. 2010). They operate
based on decisions made by their assemblies and adhere to their self-prepared
regulations and operational plans, with minimal interference from the state forestry
agency (Pokharel et al. 2007a). However, the context and landscape of the
community forestry in the Mid-hills of Nepal have changed since its establishment.
In general, socio-economic and environmental forces have affected the interaction
between communities and the forests and resource practices (Laudari et al. 2024).
These have in different ways contributed to a declining importance of agriculture
and forest use in general, impacting the institutions of the community forestry
program (Laudari et al. 2024). Migration, whether seasonal or permanent, has
become a crucial way for rural households of Nepal to earn a living. This is driven
by various factors rooted in the current political-economic landscape, including
conflict, climate change, disasters, and global pressures that have made agricultural
livelihoods such as farming increasingly precarious (Adhikari et al. 2023). This has
led to a labour shortage in the villages and changes in land use and different
connected impacts (Schwilch et al. 2017). For example, instead of relying on forest
resources, many villages have planted trees for their household needs and income
on their private, often classified as abandoned, agricultural lands (Acharya & Kafle
2009; Smith et al. 2024).

Moreover, it has also been shown that governance challenges exist in the
Community Forestry program, reinforcing power inequalities between the
community and the government (Ojha et al. 2009). Among other things, it has been
shown that it is difficult for local communities to participate in and benefit from CF
programs due to governance complexities (Sapkota et al. 2020). Also, a trend
towards expert-led techno-bureaucracy and devaluation of participatory
governance also inhibits community participation in forest governance (Ojha et al.
2009; Sapkota et al. 2020; Khatri et al. 2022). The techno- bureaucratization of
forestry management in Nepal involves the dominance of technical knowledge and
values of government forest officials over local knowledge and experiences (Ojha
2006). Such processes lead to a disesmpowerment of local communities, where their
decision-making power is undermined. For example, implementation of scientific
forestry practices in the making of operational plans with a detailed inventory with
prescribed harvesting levels, complicates the autonomy of communities in
managing the forests (Ojha 2006; Khatri et al. 2022). In the beginning of
community forestry in Nepal, it was heavily funded by donor projects to plant trees,
produce operational plans and train the local user group members. Since then, most
of the donor have withdrawn and the communities are now reliant on the
government, or their own funds and knowledge for maintaining the forests
(Pokharel et al. 2007a).
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This development of techno-bureaucracy can be seen as part of intricate and
subtle processes whereby recentralization of forestry is occurring in Nepal, with
negative impacts on true community forestry program (Ribot et al. 2006; Shrestha
& McManus 2008; Nightingale 2017), with more obvious actions being the
government issuing directives and statements in the forest sector taking back the
authority (Pokharel et al. 2007a), as well as several actual attempts to amend the
Forest Act of 1993 (Sunam et al. 2013). In some cases, scientific management is
argued to be contesting the very aims of community forestry of providing basic
forest products and equitable distribution of benefits (Basnyat 2020).

Unequal power distribution has also been shown at the local level in the
Community Forestry Program. Local elites have been shown taking leading
positions on committees thus dominating both decision-making and receiving more
benefits, affecting the inclusion and participation in the forest management
(Gautam 2009; Ojha et al. 2010).

Overall, these issues affecting the Community forestry programs involve
struggles over authority and empowerment issues, affecting the recognition of local
rights, values, needs and knowledge in the management.

2.4 Biodiversity outcomes of Community Forestry

Extensive existing research has been carried out about projects and programs with
similar dual objectives of conservation and development as community forestry.
The research includes various indicators such as physical, demographic, economic,
institutional, and socio-political factors affecting the management and the success
of the strategies. Results highlighted that decentralization with supported local
structures with collective decision-making and effective monitoring is important
(Brooks et al. 2006; Nagendra & Ostrom 2012), contributing to the level of
enforcement and promotion of sustainable resource management practices
(Agrawal & Chhatre 2006). Several reports conclude that an empowered local
institution in a polycentric governance system involving actors on different levels,
is particularly effective for yielding environmental outcomes (Newig & Fritsch
2009; Nagendra & Ostrom 2012) . To promote biodiversity as such, it is claimed
that many of these programs are also in need of technical, educational and financial
support to efficiently monitor and manage (Berkes 2009; Jones & Kirk 2018),
Positive ecological outcomes from community forestry have been shown in
broader terms (Chakraborty 2001; Adhikari et al. 2007). In terms of biodiversity,
the studies are predominantly large-scale comparisons (Fischer et al. 2023).In
studies comparing community forest and other forests, higher biodiversity has been
shown in CFs (Pandey 2007; Luintel et al. 2018). Conclusions have been drawn
that forest commons managed for subsistence needs, also support biodiversity
(Persha et al. 2010). The positive effects on biodiversity depend on what kind of
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management activities are performed (Shrestha & Shrestha 2010). Also, the
preferences of tree species matter, as one study concluded: “Community forestry
can contribute tree species diversity if people have a broad selection of species
preferences.” (Pandey 2007). It should be pointed out that some studies show that
the favouring of some useful trees over others in communities, may decrease the
biodiversity of the forest (Paudel et al. 2022). Effective local governance and
participatory approaches help safeguard various species and their habitats.
Controlling wildlife hunting, grazing, forest fires, and conserving soil erosion-
prone areas positively impacts forest biodiversity in Community forestry.
Conversely, practices such as leaf litter collection, selective species planting,
removal of unwanted herbs, shrubs, and climbers, excessive thinning and pruning,
and harvesting of dead or fallen trees, as well as forest clearing, can negatively
affect the forest's structure, composition, and ecological functions (Shrestha &
Shrestha 2010).

Research on the outcomes of these programs are complicated and elusive (Wells
et al. 2004; Jones & Kirk 2018). Drawing on the previous sections of community-
based natural resource management and biodiversity, the outcomes in terms of
biodiversity depend on many variables. The core in these projects are the dual
environmental and social purposes. Strong local and empowered institutions
determine the success of both aims, because they have the capacity to take account
of and adapt to climate change, as well as the needs and priorities of the local
community (Nagendra & Ostrom 2012; Fischer et al. 2023).
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3. Research gap

From previous research it can be argued that biodiversity under certain
circumstances is supported and fostered in the Community Forestry Program
(Pandey 2007; Pokharel et al. 2007b; Luintel et al. 2018) and in projects with dual
aims of conservation and development in general (McShane & Wells 2004; Sayer
& Campbell 2004; Blom et al. 2010). It has also been shown that internal and
external governance issues prevail in such programs (Agrawal & Gibson 1999;
Cleaver 2002; Ribot 2002) and more specifically in the community forestry
program (Acharya 2002; Kanel & Kandel 2004). They all give rich understanding
of the complex nature of the governance of community forestry as a decentralized
program.

Previous research has set out to explore the physical benefits of forests, however,
not the specific values and benefits related to biodiversity for the local
communities. Research local communities’ values attached to forest and species in
the context of the community forestry program is important for several reasons.
First, exploring the values and connection to the forest highlights intrinsic social
dimensions of biodiversity, beyond ecological and economic dimensions. Second,
understanding what knowledge local forest users have of the forest ecosystems can
inform sustainable forest management. Third, such insights can inform more
inclusive and effective policies that acknowledge local knowledge and values,
which are vital for sustainable management.

In this thesis I will focus on the local values and knowledge regarding
biodiversity of the individuals in the community, how that relates to best
management practices, and whether these aspects have influence on the forest
management. What could disempowerment of community-based governance and
local values mean in reality?

By doing this question both qualitatively, based on interviews, and
quantitatively, based on forest surveys, this thesis can provide a more in-depth
description and explanation of community-specific experiences and management
practices with respect to biodiversity. By comparing two community forests in
different circumstances, external influences and some challenges facing community
forestry in Nepal today can be discussed.
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4. Theoretical background

This theoretical background will provide the theoretical concepts and theories
concerning this case study. This, along with the contextual background of the case
studies, will provide the foundation for the discussion on the empirical material.
Starting out in feminist political ecology, the emotion and values ascribed to nature
are explored in connection to power dynamics. To analyse this in the community
forestry program, concepts from decentralization theory is used.

4.1 Feminist political ecology

The importance of integrating social factors into environmental issues has long
been acknowledged as key to developing effective and legitimate conservation and
environmental management policies (Bennett et al. 2017). Political ecology
examines the intricate relationships between human societies and the environment,
emphasizing the interplay of power dynamics, politics, and equity within broader
social frameworks, and set against geographical and historical backdrops (Escobar
2006). The field aims to uncover linkages between nature and power (Saunders
2010) by analysing control, access and knowledge with respect to natural resources
(Watts 2017).

The feminist political ecology approach pays more attention to impacts of
environmental change and policies on different genders and marginalized groups
(Rocheleau et al. 1996). Moreover, it features marginalized people’s emotions and
values, practices and knowledge in connection to the environment, as opposed to
common patriarchal rational values (Haraway 1988). Feminist political ecology
researchers argue that emotions are not merely personal or individual experiences
but are deeply entwined with social, political, and ecological processes. Emotions
are explored as a critical and often overlooked dimension of environmental
conflicts and power dynamics (Gonzalez-Hidalgo & Zografos 2020). Studies of
human-nature relations in this field draw on theories that nature and society
continuously and mutually produce each other by definitions and practices,
conditions and resources (Castree & Braun 2001). Environmental conditions and
resources are not just natural entities but are shaped by social practices and
institutions. Conversely, environmental changes and practices influence social
structures and relations (Rocheleau et al. 1996; Nightingale 2015).
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This thesis will explore the formation of subjectivity and how it is connected to
both power dynamics and the socio-natural environments where individuals are
situated. Subjectivity here will include the values assigned to the forest and its
species, ultimately influencing their decisions and perceptions of the preferred
management. Applying feminist political ecology provides an understanding of
dynamic relation between social factors and power relations, and people's
connections, values, and benefits from forests.

4.2 Decentralization and governance

To analyse the situations of the case studies of this thesis more specifically, it is
beneficial to draw on concepts developed in previous research of community-based
management. This aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the dynamics
and struggles over authority within decentralized governance structures, focusing
on both general principles and specific applications in natural resource contexts.

Decentralization refers to the transfer of authority and responsibility from the
central government to lower levels of government. The main goal is to enhance
governance efficiency, improve service delivery, and increase public participation
(Rondinelli et al. 1984). It encompasses various dimensions, including fiscal,
administrative, and political decentralization, where fiscal decentralization is the
allocation of financial resources and the related decision-making to local
governments. Administrative decentralization is the distribution of policy
responsibilities, and political decentralization is the devolution of political
influence and representation to local communities (Schneider 2003). Effective
decentralization requires clear roles and responsibilities across the levels to avoid
conflicts and ensure cohesive policy implementation (Di Gregorio et al. 2019). On
the local level, the delineation of authority and responsibilities means discretionary
authority — the ability to make decisions around use and management (Larson &
Soto 2008).

Decentralization in the context of community forest programs revolves around
theories of participatory governance and management, and empowerment (Agrawal
& Ostrom 2001; Pandit & Bevilacqua 2011). Decentralization generally seeks to
empower local communities. Empowerment in this context involves promoting
community engagement and recognizing and integrating local knowledge and
practices into formal governance structures to get better representation in decision-
making (Larson & Ribot 2004). However, the potential for community forestry is
not fully captured by opportunities to influence power through formal processes
alone. Genuine empowerment involves developing the skills and confidence
necessary to exercise power effectively (Lachapelle et al. 2004). It also depends on
how representative and accountable the local institution is, and whether it is
autonomous in making meaningful decisions (Ribot 2002).
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Ribot also emphasizes the importance of discretionary powers for local
authorities within decentralized governance frameworks. Ribot argues that for
decentralization to be genuinely effective and democratic, local representatives
must have secure discretionary powers that allow them to make meaningful
decisions regarding natural resources. Discretionary powers in community forestry
empower local communities by allowing them to make decisions about the use and
management of forest resources (Anderson et al. 2015). These powers enable local
authorities to act autonomously and respond to the specific needs and preferences
of their communities, thus fostering genuine local participation and accountability
in resource management (Ribot 2002). When discretionary powers are not
effectively implemented, communities often face challenges like limited capacity,
lack of technical knowledge, or external pressures from government and
commercial interests, which can undermine the benefits of having discretionary
powers (Anderson et al. 2015).

This theoretical background on decentralization sets the stage for analysing
authority and empowerment complexities at the local level in natural resource
management.
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5. Method

The thesis is based on two approaches for the case study: a qualitative of interviews
and observations, and a quantitative forest inventory. This was done to describe the
biophysical setting, as well as to give insights on how the communities experience
biodiversity. The villages were chosen on different distances to the capital of
Kathmandu in order to examine case studies of varying contexts within the Mid-
hills. The data collection was done during a field study in Nepal during the 2nd to
the 23rd of February of 2024. The Southasia Institute of Advanced Studies (SIAS)
helped me initiate the study by providing field contacts. The field team consisted
of the author of this study as well as one research officer and translator from SIAS.

5.1 Qualitative interviews and observations

To investigate the values and perception of local villagers in relation to their
community forest, a case study was performed. A qualitative approach was chosen,
as it allows exploration of perspectives and meaning towards a topic (Creswell
2018). The interviews were conducted semi-structurally, and the interview
questions were modified or developed throughout the study and depending on the
informant. This is in order to be responsive to the situation of the study, and
effectively gather rich material and create an understanding (Bickman & Rog
2008). To understand a situation and the subjective, lived experience of individuals
based on their own accounts, a phenomenological approach was taken. (Creswell
2018).

In total, 38 informants were interviewed, with 19 interviews performed in each
village. Sixty percent of the informants were women, as they were more available
around the villages and spent more time in the forest, due to male out-migration.
Informants were generally selected in the higher age-span, as they might now more
about the history of the forest and management. Key informant interviews were also
performed, one with the chairperson of each village and one from the committee.
These interviews would either be about the local context, the extent, history and
current state of the Community Forest, its regulations and about policies. The
interviews would usually last up to an hour, however, some were shortened on
request of informants who were busy.
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All the interviews were translated continuously and noted down, and some were
recorded to be transcribed and extract quotations. The interviewees were
anonymized and given a number, along with their age and gender.

5.2 Quantitative forest inventories

To examine the linkages between the perceptions of the forest to the natural
scientific biodiversity, a quantitative plot inventory was carried out in both of the
study areas. The methodology was according to the manual by the research
collective International Forestry Resources and Institutions (IFRI) network (IFRI
2008), in order to contribute to the database over ecological research in Nepal. The
forest surveys were conducted by the author, a research officer with bachelor’s
degree in forestry and two locals for species determination. The team collected data
about saplings (species, count and diameter at breast height (DBH)), trees (species,
count, DBH and height), and the environment (altitude, slope, canopy cover, soil
erosion) (IFRI2008). The field study area was drawn in Google maps as the borders
of the Community Forest, according to the information given by the operational
plans, or the committee. A grid of 10x10 squares was then placed over the map.
The centre points of these squares were our potential survey plots. As both the
forests had very steep areas, the choice of actual survey plots were made whilst in
the field. The aim was to get a statistically representative spread of the plots over
the whole forest. In total, 18 plots were surveyed in each forest.

Incorporating a forest inventory into this thesis allows for a comprehensive
understanding of the forest's current state, which is helpful for interpreting local
values and emotions linked to the forest. The inventory provides baseline data that
contextualizes community narratives, highlighting the cultural and practical
significance of specific species. The inventory builds a connection between
scientific research and community insights by comparing local ecological
knowledge. For the aims of this study, only the species classified as trees were
accounted for with their local name, their scientific name and the numbers found of
each species. The scientific names of the species were determined by the author by
searching in different research datasets of recorded local names in Nepal, alongside
comparing pictures taken at the survey and those found of the species on various
websites.

5.3 Ethical considerations

Qualitative, interview-based research involves several ethical issues. Every
interview was introduced with a presentation of the team and the purposes of the
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study, being education and research. This was followed by requesting their consent
to participate. Additional consent was requested in those cases where the interview
was recorded. Before the questions, efforts were taken to build rapport with the
respondents, to assure the respondents that the purpose was to understand their
perceptions and values and to inform them that they should only answer questions
if they consent.

For the quantitative forest surveys, permission was asked by the chairperson of
the CF. Selecting community forests ensured that they had experienced forest
inventories (as it is part of their operational plans), which was expected to lead to
greater acceptance of our presence and research activities in the forest. Upon asking
around in the villages, a few local assistants in each village were employed during
the forest surveys. This was done upon their own voluntariness and with a pre-
agreed reimbursement.
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6. Field sites

To research the linkages between the local communities and biodiversity outcomes
in a changing economic landscape, two villages of different distances to the capital
Kathmandu were chosen. Both districts are part of the eastern Mid-hills of Nepal.

6.1 Sukhare Patal Community Forest

The forest and the nearby village lie approximately 110 km from Kathmandu in the
Ramecchap district at an altitude of approximately 1900 meters. Around 30
households and 200 people reside in the village, all of Newar caste. Many of the
young people have settled in Kathmandu or migrated to other countries. Subsistence
farming is most common in the area, usually cropping potato, maize and vegetables,
along with livestock keeping of either goat, buffalo or oxen. In some of the
households, members would work in the nearby town or in Kathmandu.

The CF was established around 1994 due to heavy deforestation in the area. The
forest access was restricted for 10-15 years in the beginning. Informants stated that
about half of the agricultural land of the area had been abandoned and that the
livestock numbers had decreased in the last 30 years. There were also four areas of
leasehold forest in and surrounding the community forest. This was leased to the
households in the village two years after the establishment of the CF, in order for
them to nurse and plant saplings of mostly pine.
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Figure 1. Part of the Sukhare Patal village bordering to the CF. Photo: Anna Haglund Stdhl

6.2 Haurdanda Devisthan Community Forest

The forest and village were located approximately 25 kilometres from Kathmandu
in the district of Kavrepalanchok at an altitude of approximately 1800 meters. The
roads leading to the village is very damaged and not accessible by car. There were
about 36 households in the village and around 150-160 people residing. Many,
especially the youth, live partly here and partly in Kathmandu. They all belong to
the ethnic group Tamang, with their own language, and are Buddhists. The most
common crops in the village are maize and mustard. Almost all the villagers keep
goats, buffalo, and cows. Only one of the households interviewed said that they sell
some of their produce. The CF was established in 1992. Informants said that earlier,
the area around the village would be empty and people would rear their livestock
on the hills. As all the forest had been cut down, it was planted with different kinds
of pine, as well as Utis, a broadleaf tree mainly used for timber and fuelwood. Since
then, the trees have naturally regenerated.
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Figure 2. Haurdanda village with a section of the CF in the background. Photo: Anna Haglund
Stahl
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/. Findings

The empirical material is here presented in two parts for each village: first the
qualitative interviews divided into themes, followed by the quantitative forest
inventories.

7.1 Sukhare Patal

7.1.1 Forest values

In Sukhare Patal, villagers are allowed to cut grass and fodder leaves in the forest
during the winter season when it is open. In the summer months, the CF is closed
for the collection of fresh materials, making villagers more reliant on their private
lands and leasehold forest. Upon request, user group members can obtain timber
after discussions in the committee, which then decides whether cutting is
permissible and selects the appropriate tree. A specific type of thin timber, known
as Hariss, is used to create tools for ploughing agricultural fields. Timber from the
forest is primarily used for building animal sheds rather than residential houses, as
many villagers now prefer cement and metal structures following earthquake
damage to traditional houses.

Most residents cut their fodder in the forest and carry it to their animals, which
are kept at their homestead, rather than grazing them the forest which was common
practice before the establishment of the CF: “Now, less goats are taken by the
leopards” (Respondent #9, 71 years old man). Those who have time graze their
animals on their private lands between cropping or on marginal lands along trails
and roads. Animals can also graze in the leasehold forest, which is collectively
managed by community members and features planted pine trees and grasslands.
The leasehold rules differ from those of the CF: “The rules are set as they wish after
discussions at the opening, they can change every year” (Respondent #13, 64-year-
old man).
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Figure 3. Woman in Sukhare Patal carrying leaf litter in dokas. Photo: Anna Haglund Stdhl

Historically, the village has used many different medicinal herbs from the forest,
and some villagers continue to do so for ailments like headaches, fever, and
menstrual cramps. One villager (Respondent #2, 48-year-old man) demonstrated
various herbs with different purposes, such as Dhasingre, Pakhanbed, Churato.
Despite a decline in the need for forest products due to planting of trees on their
own lands, a man stated: “How we use today is because of the old days, there are
things we simply like to get from the forest still” (Respondent #13, 64-year-old
man). Although most villagers have gas stoves, they prefer cooking over a fire for
additional heating, and they collect fuelwood for this purpose.

At the top of the village in the forest, there is a Shiva temple represented by a
large boulder with a Bajho tree growing on it. Decorative strings of Bajho leaves
and marigold flowers hang from the tree, and traditional Hindu rituals, including
the ringing of bells and burning of incense, are performed there. On celebratory
days, people from nearby villages gather at the temple for food, prayers, and milk
sacrifices.
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Figure 4. The temple on the top of the forest in Sukhare Patal. Photo: Anna Haglund Stdhl

7.1.2 Management

Respondents identified the most significant change in the forests as occurring
before and after the establishment of the CF. This transition marked a shift from
dry, barren grasslands to areas now covered in trees. Previously, they had to travel
long distances to other forests for timber and fuelwood, and they grazed their
livestock on the bare hills. The use of timber for building houses and the grazing of
animals were cited as causes of forest degradation at that time. With the
establishment of the CF, access was restricted for several years to allow the forest
to regenerate. As the forest began to grow, limited access was permitted for
collecting leaf litter. Although there are now fewer areas available for grazing,
respondents are content to carry fodder back home, as they rarely have the time to
graze their animals anyway.

It was told by the committee and some villagers that upon establishment of the
CF, they collectively decided that the forest will be protected from grazing for at
least 50 years. Some suggested that after this period, allowing grazing might be
beneficial. Villagers expressed concern that some herb and grass species are
declining as the forest becomes denser and darker. One fern was especially
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mentioned by a few: “That fern grows everywhere and pushes away the good
grasses for the animals.” (Respondent #7, 43 years old woman). Another kind of
grass reported to be declining is Amriso, that is important for making brooms. One
man also said that significant flowers for worship, Chilia and Jhimbu, that is usually
found in the forest, are going extinct. Almost all respondents mentioned increasing
animal disturbance due to the growth of the forest. They are also generally very
afraid of the presence of leopards in the forest, and the women and elderly were
urged not to go alone.

The notion that there is less usage of the forest today due to outmigration is
widespread in the village. Many have migrated to Kathmandu or abroad to earn
more income. Because of the lack of people, it was generally stated that there was
a lack of time in the households to collect forest products. This was stated to cause
less usage of the forest, and also a lack of manpower to carry out management
activities such as thinning and pruning. Many of the elder informants of the village
stated that they cannot go to the forest very often and would rather grow most of
the needed materials on their own lands. As one woman stated: “The benefits are
good, as long as they have manpower, or help each other.” (Respondent #11, 65
years old woman).

All the villagers said the forest is very dense nowadays and that they are
concerned about that, as one villager in Sukhare Patal said: If more people would
come to live here, the forest would be better”. (Respondent #6, 47 years old man).
One man said that the trees that were still present in the area when he was young
were bigger than they are today (Respondent #1: 48 years old male). He stated that
because the forest is growing so dense, they have no room to grow, which effects
the quality of the wood. About 15 years ago, they would thin and prune the forest
upon request and when funds were made available by the forest department. Several
committee members in the village said that they would like to manage the trees and
the shrubs in the forest, but it is too much work to go so far into the large forest and
they would need to get paid for that. A few villagers suggested during the interview
that they should sell more forest products in order to raise money for forest
management. Many have high hopes of increasing market access by a new road
built through the forest. Some villagers, specially one military man, dream about
making the forest into a national park for employment: “we could be employed to
protect the forest, its animals and herbs” (Respondent #2, 48 years old man).
Before, the committee used to charge the user group for fodder and leaf litter
collection but now it is free. Informants states that the fee was supposed to have
been used to pay for forest officials doing surveys of the forest at the time. They
had not revised their operational plan for Sukhare Patal CF for about 20 years, and
it did not include a forest inventory.

In Sukhare Patal, they have a system of rotating the plots in the forest to be used
for different purposes. The vice chairperson said that this is because the areas of the

35



forest closest to the village is the most vulnerable as it is the driest and rockiest, and
regeneration is slower. Some in the user group said that this system compromises
their access to collection of materials, as these plots might be further away from the
village. The villagers state however that they agree with this method, as it is said to
benefit the forest, and especially trees such as Chilaune, Falat, Chanp and Katus:
“They have increased because the cutting is managed by the rotation of areas”
(Respondent #6, 47 years old man). The selection of areas is done during the annual
meeting for the opening of the forest. Generally, in the user group meetings, it was
said that they discuss the protection of the forest and the trees. Some said that they
like to go because they acquire knowledge about the forest and relating issues.

Figure 5. The nearby forest of Sukhare Patal CF with evidence of pruning of Bajho trees. Photo:
Anna Haglund Stdhl

7.1.3 Tree species

In Sukhare Patal, the individuals would name a variety of tree species being the
most important trees, collectively naming over ten different, with the most
frequently mentioned being Angeri (Lyonia ovalifolia), Arkhaula (Lithocarpus
elegans), Bajho (Quercus lanuginose lanata), Chanp (Magnolia champaca), Kafal
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(Myrica esculenta), Katus (Castanopsis Indica), Khanyo (Ficus semicordata),
Khasru (Quercus semecarpifolia), Phalant (Quercus lamellose), Utis (Alnus
nepalensis). Out of these ten most important, eight are fodder trees and are often
used for fuelwood as well. A villager stated (Respondent #15, 52 years old man)
that because the livelihoods of the Sukhare Patal are heavily dependent on livestock
production, the fodder trees are most important to the people. Several villagers have
noticed a decline in Paheli, a tree commonly used for timber in the past. One woman
said: “The trees we need the most are the most supported” (Respondent #3, 48 years
old woman), saying that in the CFUG, supportive measures for particularly fodder
trees are most often discussed. For instance, several villagers mentioned issues with
the crown being cut of the Bajho tree, restricting its growth. One man said that the
herbs in the forest are declining because their importance has decreased: “They are
no longer used, there is no market” (Respondent #13, 64 years old man). A valuable
tree, Lokta, had been observed to have appeared in the forest, which a man said
they need to protect and support the spread of, as they can make paper from it.

It was mentioned that they need to have many different trees to choose from, as
they grow in different areas of the forest and these areas change (Respondent #2,
48 years old man). It was stated by several that is good to have trees of multiple
uses, as they can cut big branches to carry home and use the leaves for fodder and
the remaining wood for good fuelwood (Respondent #12, 49 years old woman).
Additional to their uses as fodder and fuel wood, the Kafal and Chanp bears fruits,
and the Lali gurans, being the national flower, carry large, red flowers used in
religious rituals.

Table 2. Important tree species as mentioned in the Sukhare Patal Community Forest. (+: mentioned
by <2, ++: mentioned by 2-6, +++: mentioned by 6 or more).

Local name Scientific name Purpose/use Importance
Angeri Lyonia ovalifolia Fodder, fuelwood ++
Arkhaula Lithocarpus elegans Fodder, timber ++
Bajho Quercus lanata Fodder, fuelwood +++
Chanp Magnolia champaca Timber, fruits ++
Chilaune Schima wallichii Fodder, timber +
Dudhilo Ficus nemoralis Fodder +
Gobre salla Pinus wallichiana Timber +
Jhingane Eurya accuminata

Jure kafal Eriobotrya dubia

Kafal Mpyrica esculenta Fodder, timber, fruits ++
Katus Castanopsis indica Fodder, timber +++
Khanyo Ficus semocordata Fodder ++
Khasru Quercus semecarpifolia | Fodder ++
Kutmiro Litsea monopetala Fodder +
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Lali gurans Rhododendron arboreum | Fodder, religious +
Pakhanbed Bergenia ciliata

Phalame Mesua ferrea L. Timber, leaf litter

Phalant Quercus lamellose Fodder, timber +++
Utis Alnus nepalensis Timber +++

In Sukhare Patal, they also mentioned that the planted pine was beneficial, as it was
planted in wet areas where landslides would occur during the monsoon. However,
they are convinced that no other trees than native ones will survive in the area. They
have tried to plant many different ones over the years, such as fruit and nut trees,
but they have all failed. Some villagers said that they have discussed in meetings to
plant more of the trees Kutmero and Dudhilo, as they provide nutritious fodder.
However, they would need to submit applications to the forest department for that.

Figure 6. Lali gurans (Rhododendron arboreum) in Haurdanda CF. Photo: Anna Haglund Stahl

7.1.4 Forest inventory

Here the forest inventory data is presented, the species recorded in alphabetical
order according to their local name. The most common species found in Sukhare
Patal were Falat (99), Bajho (91), Chilaune (83) and Angeri (81), in a total of 656
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recorded trees. A total of 33 different species were found on the 20 plots distributed
over the forest, approximately covering 0.3412 ha. The forest spanned over a
mountain ridge and contained various conditions, from grasslands to compact, tall

forest filled with bamboo shrubs. Different types of areas were dominated by

different tree species.

Table 3. Recorded tree species and their numbers in the Sukhare Patal Community Forest.

Local name Scientific name Count
Aarupate Prunus napaulensis 2
Angeri Lyonia ovalifolia 81
Arkhaula Lithocarpus elegans 28
Bagkada Unknown 1
Bajho Quercus lanata 91
Bhalayo Anogeissus latifolius 5
Bonkset /Bongshet Quercus sp, 2
Chanp Magnolia champaca 2
Chilaune Schima wallichii 83
Dudhilo Ficus neriifolia 1
Falat Quercus lamellosa 99
Ghurpis Leucoseptrum sp. 2
Harabire Unknown 2
Jhingane Eurya acuminata 16
Jhure Kafal Eriobotrya dubia 6
Kafal Myrica esculenta 57
Katus Castanopsis sp. 11
Kauli Brassica oleracea Linn. 3
Kaulo Persea duthiei 5
Khasru Quercus semecarpifolia 7
Lakhuri Fraxinus floribunda 5
Lali gurans Rhododendron arboreum 46
Lapche Capsicum frutescens/ Croton tiglium 1
Mel Pyrus pashia 3
Paheli Litsea doshia 4
Paiyu Prunus cerasoides 1
Phalame Mesua ferrea 36
Pwale Ilex excelsa 6
Rani salla Pinus roxburghii 7
Saur Betula alnoides 6
Siresh/Sirish Albizia sp. 13
Sisi Unknown 5
Utis Alnus nepalensis 19
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Total recorded: 656

7.2 Haurdanda

7.2.1 Forest values

In Haurdanda, they are allowed to cut grasses and subvegetation, collect leaf litter
and dry branches off the forest floor. Villagers stated that no one uses timber for
building houses anymore because they prefer modern materials such as cement and
metal for more sturdy houses. Instead, the timber is used for energy-intense
processes, such as making of alcoholic beverages and buffalo fodder. However,
they are not allowed to cut timber for household use anymore. The villagers graze
their animals on their private lands, mostly agricultural fields turned into
grasslands. Before, they used to graze their animals on the hill where the forest is
standing now. Some said, contrary to other statements, that they still graze their
animals in the CF and that they are allowed to do so. A few in Haurdanda said that
even if they could collect fresh fodder in the forest, it does not provide any palatable
fodder for the animals. A few elders in the village would collect berries from the
Kafal tree and mushrooms in the outskirts of the forest.

In Haurdanda, many emphasized that the forest provides fresh air and shade to
the village and visitors in the forest. Some mentioned that they enjoy the scenery of
the hills now that the trees have grown. They also have two cremation sites for
funerals in the forest and they are allowed to cut trees of the CF for the pyre.
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Figure 7. Man in Haurdanda CF carrying pine needles. Photo: Anna Haglund Stdhl

7.2.2 Management

The villagers in Haurdanda stated that the management activities in the forest have
ceased in the last ten years. Before, there would be some cutting and pruning of
trees for the household use of timber and fuelwood in the village. In Haurdanda,
some say that they would like to harvest and sell the full-grown pine trees. They are
not allowed to do so anymore, which has been brought up by villagers during user
group meetings. A few said these meetings are being boycotted nowadays, and that
people will not pay the monthly fee of membership in the user groups because they
are not allowed to cut material in the forest for the households to use. Some in the
village also mentioned that they previously would have benefited from educational
material provided during meetings with forest officials. Now, many state that only
the chairperson goes to the meetings with the forest department, and they do not
know what was discussed. The chairperson and some villagers said that they would
like to cut down pine trees, so they could plant other trees that could bring more
benefits or revenues to the villagers. The chairman in Haurdanda (Respondent #19)
said: “The trees just stand there; we cannot cut them, and no one will tell me why”.
It is a widely held notion in the village that pine trees are draining their ground
water. Natural water sources were damaged in the 2015 earthquakes and some state
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that the water struggles have accelerated since then. Many in the village states that
the forest is very important, as it provides fresh air and shade. After the earthquake,
they donated pine trees to the CFUG to repair their houses. Referring to this, one
man said: “We should not cut the forest and destroy it. We might need it in the
future.” (Respondent #23, 65 years old man). The operational plan for the CF was
12 years old. In the forest, it was observed that large areas of the forest floor had
been burned. One respondent said that they would burn to remove the dry grasses
from time to time. When asking the chairperson, he said that they have had
problems with forest fires, and that they would not burn on purpose to his
knowledge.

In Haurdanda, a few villagers directly express distrust to the chairperson as he
does not live full-time in the village. Some villagers would go to the meetings
simply to monitor the decisions made, as one woman said: “They do not know the
needs of the villagers” (Respondent #20: 57 years old female). A few also said that
when building the cremation sites, trees were felled and believed to be sold,
however, they said that they think the chairperson and committee stole the money.
When asked whether they would bring up issues at meetings, one woman said she
would not like to, as: “They are powerful people and knows better than me”
(Respondent #21, 59 years old woman).

It bothers the villagers that the activity and the overall presence of people is
declining in the forest. Many reported that occasionally, people from other villages
steal timber. Moreover, letting the forest grow attracts wild animals that would
destroy the fields and eat crops in the village. One elderly man was convinced it
was due to the growth of the forest: “There were no [wild] animals in our fields
here when I was young” (Respondent #33, 78 years old man). Leopards were now
frequently seen in the area, threatening the livestock.

42



Figure 8. Forest slope in Haurdanda CF. Photo: Anna Haglund Stahl

In Haurdanda, they are very protective of their forest and are worried that there will
be more illegal cutting and in order to prevent it they need to inform people and
spread the word about why they need to conserve the forest. The forest guard is a
very important instrument for protecting the forest there, however, some said he
has not been paid for a long time.

7.2.3 Tree species

In Haurdanda, they generally name the pine (Salla) as important. A few specify that
pine needles are good for bedding for animals. Some of the villagers claim that
every kind of tree is important: “They all make a forest” (Informant #24, 65 years
old man). They would also mention Utis and Chilaune as important, however, they
only use the ones they have planted on their private lands. One man said that “there
are many different trees in the forest: Kafal, Utis, Chilaune, Salla, Lali Gurans”
(Respondent #23: 65 years old man). A majority of the villagers in Haurdanda grew
Utis and Chilaune on their private lands, amongst different trees for timber,
fuelwood, fodder and fruit, such as Lalupate, Gogun, Pana, and Lopsi. One
household mentioned that they would cut and sell the Utis on their lands as timber.
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Table 4. Important tree species in the Haurdanda Community Forest (+: mentioned by <2, ++:
mentioned by 2-6, +++: mentioned by 6 or more).

Local name Scientific name Purpose/use Importance
Angeri Lyonia ovalifolia

Bhercup Unknown

Chilaune Quercus lanata Timber

Gobre salla Magnolia champaca Animal bedding, timber | +++
Jhingane Schima wallichii

Jure Kafal Ficus nemoralis

Kafal Quercus lamellose

Lali gurans Pinus wallichiana Religious +
Pana Eurya acuminata Food

Pate salla Pinus patula Animal bedding, timber | +++
Rani salla Pinus roxburghii Animal bedding, timber | +++
Utis Mpyrica esculenta Timber

7.2.4 Forest inventory

Here the forest inventory data of Haurdanda is presented, the species recorded in
alphabetical order after their local name. The most common species found were
Gobre salla (172), followed by Rani salla (43) and Pate salla (19) in a total of 264
recorded trees. A total of 11 different species were found on the 20 plots distributed
over the forest, approximately covering 0.3412 ha. The forest was predominantly
tall pine trees, with low shrubs spreading over the forest floor. In the fringes of the
forest, a variety of leafy trees were found, mostly Chilaune (12), Lali gurans (5),
and Utis (4).

Table 5. Recorded tree species and the numbers in the Haurdanda Community Forest.

Local name Scientific name Count

Angeri Lyonia ovalifolia 2

Bhercup Unknown 1

Chilaune Schima waliichii 12

Gobre salla Pinus wallichiana 172

Kafal Myrica esculenta 2

Lali gurans Rhododendron arboreum 5

Pana Pyrus pashia 1

Pate salla Pinus patula 19

Rani salla Pinus roxburghii 43

Tegar Eurya acuminata 3

Utis Alnus nepalensis 4
Total: 264
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8. Discussion

In this section I will discuss the findings in relation to the research questions. I will
draw my analysis on previous research and theories. By combining feminist
political ecology and decentralization theories, the analysis will focus on how
emotions, values, and governance structures influence resource management in the
communities.

The values and emotions linked to the forest, as expressed by the informants, are
most often tied to their livelihood. Many villagers keep livestock and appreciate the
trees, fresh branches, and grasses they can use as fodder, or the leaf litter they can
use as bedding. The forest survey in Sukhare Patal shows that the three most
important trees mentioned in the interviews—Falat, Kafal, and Bajho—are also the
most frequently found in the CF. This aligns with studies indicating that the use of
trees encourages protective and promotive measures (See Pandey 2007). This was
further evidenced during the interviews, where committee members stated that it is
prohibited to cut the main stem or the crown when harvesting from fodder trees. It
was also stated specifically from villagers that they are protecting trees they can
use, for example for producing materials they can sell.

Interestingly, the number of important tree species stated in the interviews varies
between the villages, even though they are both highly dependent on livestock
rearing. In Sukhare Patal, up to ten different species of fodder trees were mentioned,
while in Haurdanda, only three species were noted as significant. If the question of
important species did not specifically reference to the Community Forest in
Haurdanda, the villagers there would often mention trees they would grow on their
own lands. During the forest inventory, many trees were found that were not
mentioned by the villagers. Only one elderly man in Haurdanda spoke generally
about species variety in the community forest, naming five different fodder trees.
In Haurdanda's CF, up to ten different kinds of leafy, common fodder trees were
identified, though villagers only pointed out Utis, Chilaune, and Salla (pine) for
their use values like timber and pine needles. In contrast, Sukhare Patal's forest
inventory almost only included the trees already mentioned by villagers.

The relationship between villagers and different tree species reflects the extent
of their forest dependence and the sophistication of their management systems. In
Sukhare Patal, the need for a variety of native, naturally regenerated trees due to
their rotational harvest system indicates a deep-seated ecological knowledge and an
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adaptive management approach. This diversity in tree species also mirrors the
multifunctionality valued in private lands, showcasing the intertwined relationship
between ecological diversity and livelihood security.

When asked about other important forest species such as animals, villagers
highlighted the negative impact of wildlife on their agricultural practices,
attributing this to the increasingly dense forest and specific species attracting
wildlife. In Haurdanda, where there is less agricultural land and more diverse
income sources, the impact of wildlife issues is not as severe, though reported by
many. In Sukhare Patal, the issue was reported by all villagers, with severe impacts
on crops and the villagers’ livelihoods. The growth of the forest, and even certain
species attracting wildlife, was described as the cause of the problem. The
villagers’ concerns about the negative impact of wildlife on their agricultural
practices reflect a relational and practical relationship with the forest. The negative
emotions may be amplified by the exclusion in wildlife management, in
combination with their reliance on increasingly precarious subsistence farming and
livestock rearing (See Gonzalez-Hidalgo & Zografos 2020; Adhikari et al. 2023).
Overall, the exclusion of the local communities in the decision-making in forestry
and related matters can exacerbate vulnerabilities, as the management directly
affect their livelihoods and well-being (See Rocheleau et al. 1996).

Beyond livelihood, other values related to the forest are emotional and spiritual.
In Sukhare Patal, villagers worship the wonders of the forest, such as the boulder
lodged in the hill at the top of the village and the Bajho tree growing on top of it,
symbolizing the community's most significant tree for the livestock rearing. The
values and emotions tied to the forest, as expressed by the informants, highlights
the dependency on natural resources for sustenance, and intricate connections with
their everyday lives. Beyond economic values, the emotional and spiritual
connections to the forest in Sukhare Patal, such as the worship of natural elements
like the boulder and the Bajho tree, illustrate a holistic understanding of nature that
integrates ecological and cultural dimensions (See Haraway 1988). Local
communities with close relationship with the forest often foster an emotional
connection and a sense of responsibility towards its preservation (Maryudi et al.
2012). The communities’ sense of responsibility in protecting the forest was very
prominent in both villages. In Sukhare Patal, a number of villagers felt personally
responsible for the forest and species health, and expressed distress that they were
not able to do more to combat the perceived threat of increasing density of the
forest.

Comparing Sukhare Patal to Haurdanda, villagers in Sukhare Patal seem more
aware of forest species, often noting specific changes such as species decline. Their
active involvement with the forest makes them more likely to acknowledge these
changes. It was evident that the villagers would discuss practical matters concerning
the forest on a regular basis in user groups meetings, and in between neighbours,
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sharing various ideas and perceptions. In Haurdanda, the forest management
seemed to be a more rarely discussed topic, with differing interpretations of the CF
regulations, and limited ambitions linked to the forest; often echoing the
chairperson’s ideas of planting income-generating trees. In Sukhare Patal, the
villagers and committee highlight that the community is tightly knit, they tackle
issues collectively, and that they rely on each other, for example by labour
exchanges. In Haurdanda, they express more distrust, for example to villagers living
on the other side of the village, and the chairperson. They express concern that the
focus of the CFUG is deviating from the needs of the village and is leaning toward
economic interests of the chairperson. Whilst this may be an approach aiming for
development of the village, the villagers do not feel encouraged to take part in the
meetings. Many feel disempowered and refuse to take part in the meetings at all, as
they no longer receive benefits from the forest. Several members of the user group
state that they do not have the expertise to discuss about the forest at meetings, nor
during our interviews. The villagers' influence on forest management appears
limited. Local elites taking over decision- making in the CFP have been shown in
research (Ojha et al. 2010). In the case of Haurdanda, a chairperson who does not
live full-time in the village is distrusted by many and the members of the user group
feel like they must guard their needs. Democratic representation, characterized by
downward accountability and responsiveness to local demands are the keys to
effective decentralization (Ribot 2005). The local institution of Haurdanda seems
vulnerable, whilst empowered local governance is found to be the most determining
factor in positive social and environmental outcomes (Fischer et al. 2023).

The trust amongst the members of the local community found in Sukhare Patal,
may be enabling the continuous usage of the forest, despite the expired operational
plan. The lack of renewed operational plans is surprising given their importance to
forest management. Without renewal every ten years, community forest use is not
permitted by the forest department. Despite this, villagers in Sukhare Patal continue
informal forest use, deciding annually what and where to harvest. In Haurdanda,
expired operational plans might explain the rules restricting the cutting or pruning
trees for materials. Sukhare Patal’s approach, with a large variety of trees and a
system of rotating harvest areas, suggests a degree of local autonomy and a
potentially stronger collective management system. These discretionary powers
found in Sukhare Patal can lead to more resilient and sustainable management
practices that better reflect the needs and knowledge of all community members
(See Ribot 2002).

Research indicates that while community forestry has led to improved forest
conditions and increased community participation, the decentralization of forest
management has been incomplete or under withdrawal (Ojha 2006; Ribot et al.
2006). According to decentralization theory, local governance aims to make
communities more responsive and adaptable to local management needs.
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Meaningful decentralization depends on empowering local institutions. The power
dynamics in forest management are evident in how different villages perceive and
manage their resources. As highlighted in previous research, the distribution of
management authority between local institutions and the forest department in
Nepal's community forestry is a current issue (Sapkota et al. 2020). In this thesis,
the division of management authority between local institutions and the forest
department remains unclear. Villagers and chairpersons cite a lack of resources and
information from the forest department, as a hinder in performing management
activities. In Haurdanda, the authorities have halted all forest management entirely,
whilst in Sukhare Patal, the local community has, despite the the CFP rules and the
lack of legally necessary operational plans, taken the authority in the decision-
making.

Sukhare Patal has an interesting system of rotating forest plots for different
purposes, allowing intensive and regular material cutting without degrading the
forest. This rotation helps manage forest health and counteracts overgrowth without
formal activities like pruning and thinning by the forest department. However, they
are aware that this usage does not cover all the thinning and pruning that the forest
needs and that is a disappointment to several members of the committee.

The forest's importance for providing materials has somewhat shifted to private
lands and leasehold forests in both villages, reducing its perceived value enough to
call into question the need to pay fees. Studies have shown that as households
increasingly rely on private resources, the direct dependence on community forests
for everyday needs diminishes (Gautam 2009; Smith et al. 2024). One potential
income source for community forests could be the forest itself, but renewing
operational plans and regular management activities is costly. Producing an
operational plan involves significant costs and time, historically funded by donors.
Now, if community forests must fund this work independently, it sets high
expectations for revenue generation, requiring villagers to pay fees, which they are
reluctant to do in Haurdanda due to perceived insufficient benefits. The costs of
operational plans and forest management activities can create a financial burden on
CFUGs, potentially leading to commercialization pressures (See Acharya 2002).
Instead, integrating community-based monitoring and low-cost management
practices such as these developed in Sukhare Patal, have potential to both alleviate
some financial pressures and benefit biodiversity conservation. Local communities
in the CFP has been shown to frequently face challenges due to a lack of resources,
technical support, and clear governance structures from the forest department
(Acharya et al. 2022). Communities wish to revitalize community forest income by
planting income-generating trees, building roads for market access, and promoting
tourism in the forests. The desire of a few villagers in Sukhare Patal to form a
national park suggests a shift from forest dependence to cash income potential, as
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the villagers are assumingly willing to give up much of their forest use for this
purpose. The aim of Community forestry being both conservation and development
can be perceived as being fluid. In Haurdanda, both the chairperson and the user
group seem increasingly excluded from forest use and management, expressing
perceptions that the forest department's restrictions hinder economic development
promises. While villagers wish to plant income-generating trees in Haurdanda is
not put up to discussion, they feel excluded from decision-making, leading to a
forest that provides less benefit, and that no longer meaningfully supports
livelihoods (See Shrestha & McManus 2008). Instead, the forests are increasingly
restricted, not engaging the local community, and not supporting local subsistence
practices. To not support the use of forests, the forests may simply overgrow and
suppress the diversity of species, and no one will be there to observe and respond
to it.

Indigenous and local communities have been acknowledged for their monitoring
capacity in the context of climate change (Danielsen et al. 2005). To seize this
potential and effectively monitor biodiversity conservation, the communities need
educational and financial support (Berkes 2009). As shown in Sukhare Patal, the
community holds great knowledge of the species and have a great record of species
populations declining, increasing, disappearing, or appearing. They also express
distress for negative changes in the forest, for the issues of overgrowth of the forest
and disappearing species of grasses and flowers. To enable them to report such
changes nationally or internationally, gives leverage to biodiversity conservation
on a larger scale. To not have any other formal way of reporting to the forest
department other than in the technical forest inventories, undermines the emotions,
knowledge and power of local communities (See Gonzéalez-Hidalgo & Zografos
2020).

In previous research, there are also risks for biodiversity in community-based
forest management. In the case study of Haurdanda of this thesis, forest users might
for example be taking too much dead wood from the forest floor, as they are
restricted from harvesting from live trees for their household needs. In Sukhare
Patal, they show evidence that they are favouring valuable trees over other. Such
activities may over time compromise the composition and diversity of
microhabitats in the forest (See Shrestha & Shrestha 2010). These risks might,
based on the findings in this thesis, be mitigated by less restrictive use of the forest
in combination with promotion of native, varied forests, and educational efforts on
biodiversity conservation, organized by the forest department. Whilst the decision-
making according to research should be community-based, the local institution
needs to be empowered and supported by the central agencies. Theories highlight
the importance of inclusive and equitable approaches in natural resource
management to address the specific needs and contributions of local communities.
If the operational plans were funded and updated and the inventories in them were
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basis for discussion with the locals, it could be a great exchange of knowledge
between forest officials for efforts to mitigate biodiversity loss.

As forest use declines and timber needs decrease, central agency control over
forest use may be excessive, complicating forest management. Moreover, leaving
forests unused poses risks to biodiversity. Local communities have traditionally
managed forests in ways that support both ecological health and their subsistence
needs. This management is vital in the context of climate change, as local
knowledge and practices are essential for adapting to changing environmental
conditions.
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9. Conclusions

Forest biodiversity on the local level entails forests that support the local
communities’ livelihoods, as well as place of life quality, and spirituality.
Biodiversity is reproduced in the connection to the people, in harvesting and
engaging in the forest and its many trees and species. The high amount of tree
species found in Sukhare Patal is not only a scientific high value, but it is also in
the lived realities of the local communities. If the values are linked to biodiversity
specifically, such as a high variety of trees, the monitoring capacity of species
increases, and community will promote management approaches to protect it. The
use of a great variety of trees indicates a traditional use of forests and a form of
management that stems from the local ecological knowledge and values. The
recentralization of the Community forestry can in this thesis be seen as a threat to
biodiversity conservation, as empowerment issues, techno-bureaucracy and
decision-making power is taking over the important competencies of the local
communities.

Overall, community-based approaches gained attention in natural resource
management due to their potential to improve effectiveness, equity, and
sustainability by harnessing local knowledge, empowering communities, and
fostering adaptive governance processes. Such governance is now particularly
promoted in biodiversity conservation as these capacities will support biodiversity.
The question of this thesis comes down to whether decentralization efforts are being
implemented in a manner that theory indicates will result in positive outcomes for
natural resource management, and biodiversity conservation. It has been shown that
lacking empowerment and authority of local institutions, has severe implications
on awareness and engagement with respect to biodiversity in the forests. In a
community such as Sukhare Patal, with low influence from central government,
have high discretionary powers in the forest management. This adapts the use of
the forest to the local values. However, with this high responsibility for the forest
management, they personally feel distress when the resources are insufficient to
upkeep the forest health.

The discussion highlights the critical roles of emotion, local knowledge, and
power dynamics in forest management. It underscores the need for inclusive
governance structures that recognize and incorporate local communities’ expertise
and emotional connections to the forest. By doing so, communities can foster
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sustainable and equitable management practices that honor both the ecological and
social values of the forest, with appropriate support measures from the government.

People living in biodiversity hotspots and forest dependent people will
experience the effects of climate change and suffer from the same processes that
threaten biodiversity. The inherent relationships and reciprocal support found
between forest species and local communities need to be acknowledged and
supported for more sustainable management in future challenges.
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