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SUMMARY 

For the past two and a half decades, the Nepalese government has emphasized community-based forest 
management.  The two approaches practiced under this system, leasehold forestry and community 
forestry programs, hand over some aspects of forest management to groups of forest users, with the 
objective of sustainable management and utilization of the forests.  Leasehold forestry is official 
designated for poor and marginal groups of people.  Community forestry programs in Nepal are not so 
differentiated and are comprised of people from all strata living around a forest.  Through a discussion 
of the livelihood strategies adopted by user groups in four leasehold and three community forests, this 
paper analyzes the problems faced by poor and marginal families in the implementation of both types 
of community forestry programs.  Leasehold forest user groups have faced substantial difficulties in 
enforcing their rights to use forests allocated to them due to the lack of recognition of their exclusive 
use rights by the larger community.  Conversely, some community forest user groups have been 
successful in providing special incentives to poor families and creating rules favoring the poorer 
households, ensuring decreased levels of social conflict.  Given the conflict levels experienced in 
Leasehold forests, the paper explores the possibility of achieving the overt goals of the leasehold 
forestry program to improve the distribution of forest product to the poorest families by officially 
encouraging community forest groups to adopt “pro-poor” incentives similar to those that some 
community forest groups have already developed. 
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INTRODUCTION 
It has been more than two decades since the inception of the Community Based Forest 
Management (CBFM) system in Nepal.  With the experience of successful 
management and utilization of forest resources through CBFM, His Majesty’s 
Government of Nepal’s (HMGN) current forest policy has been shifted to CBFM.  
Community forestry and leasehold forestry are the two approaches that HMGN has 
practiced.  In the course of implementation of CBFM, HMGN introduced the concept 
of Forest User Group (FUG).  The management of the forests is handed over to the 
FUGs.  They are provided use rights of the forest land and are responsible for 
maintaining sustainability of the forest.  The FUGs are authorized to make rules for 
implementation of the Operational Plan (OP) of FUG and/or provide incentives to 
member households.  The ownership of the forest land, however, remains under the 
HMGN for both programs. 

The basic objectives of community forestry and leasehold forestry are to allow local 
communities, who are the traditional and/or legitimate forest users, to manage, 
develop, and use the forest in a sustainable way.  Leasehold forestry is intended to 
achieve two additional objectives -- reducing poverty and restoring degraded forest 
areas.  Thus, in leasehold forestry, only the poor (economical criteria) households are 
legally eligible to be selected, and small groups of them are formed before the 
degraded forest is handed over to them. 

Community forestry was first formally initiated in 1978 under the Forest Act of 1961, 
with subsequent amendments in 1976 and 1978 as Panchayat Forest and Panchayat 
Protected Forest.  The first “official” Community Forestry Development Project was 
initiated in 1980 with the establishment of the Community Forestry Development and 
Training Project funded by the World Bank and technical assistance provided by the 
Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO) of the United Nations.  At present, many 
international agencies and foreign governments have been involved in the community 
forestry development process in Nepal (see Annex 1).   

In 1989, a special provision of leasehold forestry for poor families was added as an 
amendment in the Forest Regulation.  The Leasehold Forestry program was first 
executed through establishment of the Hills Leasehold Forestry and Fodder 
Development Project (HLFFDP) in 1993.  The HLFFDP was financially supported 
with a loan from the International Fund for Agricultural Development and a grant 
from the government of the Netherlands through FAO. The project has been 
implemented in ten districts.  At present, the third phase of the project was extended 
to July 2003 with a 90 percent loan from the International Fund for Agricultural 
Development and a 10 percent contribution of HMGN. 

HMGN legislated the Forest Act, 1993 and the Forest Regulations, 1995 in order to 
strengthen the community forestry program and to empower the concerned actors.  
Specifically, it has pointed out rights and responsibilities of forest users and forest 
officials.  A substantial portion of government-owned forest land has been turned over 
to FUGs.  So far, community forests comprise 0.8 million hectares (14.3 % of the 
forested area of Nepal) and are managed by nearly 11,000 FUGs involving over 1.2 
million households.i  Leasehold forests account for slightly over 7,000 hectares (0.1 % 
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of the forested area of Nepal) and managed by 1,655 Leasehold Forest User Groups 
(LFUGs) composed of 11,253 households.ii 

SIMILARITIES AND DIFFERENCES 
One aspect of these two forest regimes is the same.  Both programs hand over some 
aspects of forest management to groups of forest users, which are defined and 
organized as FUGs.  A community forest consists of a larger group of users as 
members, and there is no limitation of the members in a community forest user group.  
A leasehold forest consists of five to ten families in a group.  Generally, a member 
household is provided use rights to up to one hectare of forestland in leasehold 
forestry, whereas limitation in forest size is not mentioned for community forestry. 

While a broad similarity exists in the objectives of the two programs, our research 
teams observed a stronger tendency toward conflict in the effort to establish and 
sustain leasehold forests.  At the study sites, the creation of leasehold forests itself 
appeared to cause increased conflicts.  Households excluded from the leasehold 
groups refused to respect the rights of leasehold members and sabotaged forest 
management.  Rules made by the leasehold groups were not accepted by other 
residents (non-members in the leasehold groups) of the same community, whereas 
rules made in CF favoring the poor households were accepted by all the residents of 
the community.  This is because CF tends to accept all the residents of the community 
in the group.  At two leasehold sites, conflicts were reduced by informally expanding 
membership to include other members of the community who do not meet the official 
prerequisites for participation in this program.  At two other leasehold sites, social 
conflict continues to fester from the exclusion of other members of the community. 

RESEARCH QUESTION AND AN OVERVIEW OF THE FIELD SITES  
Given the broad similarity of the community forestry and leasehold forestry programs 
in Nepal and their major difference in the formal objective of prioritizing the needs of 
the poor, a study that compares performance in regard to achieving a redistribution of 
resources would be of value to officials in Nepal and others interested in the 
performance of community forestry programs.  This paper examines the rules and 
incentives provided in both programs and the reactions of participants to these 
incentives.  Thus, the core research question to be addressed in this paper is:  

Why are the rules created by LFUGs, which are especially designed 
for poor households, unlikely to be accepted by other residents of 
the community, while the rules created by some CFUGs for the poor 
households within their groups are more likely to be accepted by 
other residents of the community?   
 

In order to address this question, we draw on extensive field work conducted as part 
of the Nepal Forestry Resources and Institutions (NFRI) research program.  NFRI was 
established in 1993 as a Collaborating Research Centers work with the International 
Forestry Resources and Institutions Research Program coordinated by colleagues at 
Indiana University (Ostrom, 1998).iii  All in all the NFRI team has studied 36 sites in 
Nepal.  Revisits have been conducted in eight of these sites.  In every site, extensive 
in-depth interviews have been conducted with local groups as well as intensive forest 
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mensuration is conducted in a random sample of forest plots.  Information is obtained 
about the rules used in each site, the activities of groups, and the nature of any 
conflicts within and among groups as part of a common set of research questions used 
in all sites.   

We have chosen to reexamine qualitative information obtained in all five of the 
Leasehold Forest sites that have been studied by our team.  We were asked to study 
these sites by the HLFFDP and thus did not ourselves select the sites in the first place.  
They were selected by the Leasehold project as more or less typical sites where they 
wanted to obtain information about the early processes of formation and what was 
happening after several years.  In addition to the five Leasehold sites, we will also 
describe three Community Forest sites (out of the 18 in the NFRI database) where our 
site teams were told about very specific rules and developed for the poor households 
who are members of a Community FUG.  These sites share many ecological and 
social characteristics with the Leasehold sites and do not appear to be wealthier or 
somehow endowed with characteristics that make them different from the 
communities where the Leasehold forest projects were located.   

These sites illustrate the ability of a CFUG to develop rules and policies that are 
specifically focused on redistributing benefits to the poorest families who are 
members of their group.  We do not argue that all CFUGs have made special efforts to 
protect the interests of the poorest members of their groups, since that would be a 
false claim.  On the other hand, it is important to recognize is that some of the CFUGs 
have themselves adopted policies that substantially enhance the economic position of 
their poorer members and these policies have been accepted and implemented by 
members of these communities..   

We will briefly describe these eight sites before examining the processes involved in 
forming user groups under the two programs and the challenges involved in 
accomplishing the objectives of these programs.  Then, we will describe the type of 
social conflicts found in the leasehold sites and.how some of these conflicts have been 
resolved.  Finally, we will describe the rules and incentives for poor household 
created in three of the community forestry sites. 

Leasehold Site 1:  Baramchi  
The site is located in Ward 4 of Baramchi Village Development Committee (VDC) of 
Sindhupalchowk district.  The elevation of the site varies from 1420 m. to 2180 m.  
The site consists of six settlements with 78 households having a population of 427.  
There are ten LFUGs in the site.  Of these, eight leasehold groups were selected for 
the study. The group size ranges from five to ten households.  Each group is assigned 
to a leasehold forest varying from 2.5 hectares (ha) to 9.0 ha, making a total of 46.2 
ha.  Tamang (61 %) is the dominant ethnic group followed by Newar (30 %) and 
Biswakarma (9 %).  Each LFUG consists of households from a single ethnicity (See 
Table 1). There were 71 households in these eight groups at the time of group 
formation in 1994.  That number dropped to 67 households in 1999, due to migration 
to other places as well as shifting to other LFUGs. The remaining 11 households were 
in other LFUGs outside the site.  The vegetation is mainly subtropical hardwood type. 
The major forest product harvested from the leasehold forests is ground grass.  On 
average, the leasehold forest supplies around 35 percent of fodder requirement.  Other 
forest product requirements (ground grass, fuelwood, tree fodder, leaflitter, and small 
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poles) are mainly fulfilled from national forest patches. The products from the 
leasehold forest were harvested collectively and divided equally, whereas products 
from the national forests were harvested in an open access basis individually. 

Leasehold Site 2:  Bhagawatisthan 
The site is located in Ward 9 of Sathighar Bhagawatisthan VDC and Ward 1 of 
Kharelthok VDC of Kavrepalanchowk district. The elevation of the site varies from 
1000 m. to 1410 m.  The site is comprised of five settlements with 90 households and 
600 individuals.  The size of the leasehold forest varies from 4.6 ha to 12.5 ha, 
making a total of 78.1 ha managed by eight LFUGs.  The number of households 
varies from 7 to 22 in a group, although the official maximum member is limited to 10 
households.  Newar (70 %) is the dominant ethnic group followed by Brahmin (23 
%), whereas Tamang (2 %) and Pahari (5 %) are the minorities. However, almost all 
of the LFUGs are comprised of a single ethnicity of Newar, except one group that has 
four ethnicities mentioned.  The type of vegetation at the site is subtropical deciduous.  
All the groups have harvested ground grass and fuelwood from the leasehold forests. 
Other products are leaflitter and tree fodder. On average, half of fodder and leaflitter 
requirements are fulfilled from leasehold forests and the rest from private land.  
Leasehold forests supply about 33 percent of fuelwood requirements and the rest from 
private land. The user groups harvest forest products collectively and share equally. 
The timber requirement is fulfilled from private land and community forests located 
outside the site. However, a small portion of fodder and fuelwood is fulfilled from the 
national forest, which is informally managed by the residents of the site. 

Leasehold Site 3:  Riyale 
The site is located in Ward 4 of Riyale VDC of Kavrepalanchowk district.  The 
elevation ranges from 1620 m. to 2235 m. There are four settlements inhabited by 605 
people living in 101 households. Among 101 households, 89 households are 
associated with leasehold forestry. In this site, seven LFUGs with 55 households were 
included in the NFRI study.  A total of 42.0 ha of forest is leased to these seven 
groups.  The size of leasehold forest ranges from 4.0 ha to 8.0 ha with group size 
varying from 6 to 10 households.  Almost all of the residents belong to Tamang (92 
%) ethnic group followed by Brahmin (8 %). LFUGs have only Tamangs as members, 
with the exception of one group. One Brahmin family has been included in a LFUG 
because his house adjoined the leasehold forest. There is also a community forest of 
29.0 ha, officially handed over, managed by the residents of the site with 95 
households as members. All of the LFUG members have membership in the 
community forest.  The site has a cool, temperate climate. Fodder and fuelwood were 
harvested from the leasehold forest by only two groups each. Leasehold forests 
fulfilled 6 percent of fodder and 2 percent of fuelwood requirements for the group. 
Community forests supplied 1 percent of fodder and 10 percent of leaflitter 
requirements. Private land fulfilled 40 percent of fodder and 26 percent of fuelwood 
requirements.  The remainder of forest product requirements for the leasehold 
households was harvested from national forests.  

Leasehold Site 4:  Thulosirubari  
The site is located in Ward 8 of Thulosirubari VDC of Sindhupalchowk district. 
Elevation of the site varies from 920 m. to 1170 m.  The site consists of three 



 7

settlements with 105 households and population of 843.  Tamang (87 %) is the main 
ethnic group followed by Newar (11 %) and Chhetri (2 %).  There are five LFUGs 
with a total area of 14.1 ha leasehold forest patches assigned to 34 households.  One 
group was formed in 1995 and the others in 1996. Since the NFRI study was carried 
out in 1995 when there was only one group, it focused on that one LFUG. The studied 
LFUG is comprised of nine households and authorized to manage and use a forest of 5 
ha. The LFUG under study is comprised by single ethnicity (Tamang). The residents 
of the site have access to two community forests of 8 ha. each.  The site has 
subtropical deciduous forest vegetation.  Grass, leaflitter, and fallen deadwood, 
branches/twigs for fuelwood are the main products harvested from the leasehold 
forests and community forests. Forest products are harvested individually and 
collective action is not practiced in both types of forest regimes here.   

Leasehold Site 5:  Chitrepani 
Four settlements are located in Churiamai VDC and Hetauda municipality of 
Makawanpur district.  The total population of the four settlements is 3,161 living in 
491 households.  The settlement populations are heterogeneous, composed of 
Brahmin, Newar, Tamang, Rai, Chhetri, Bishwakarma, Magar, and Gurung.  Among 
these ethnic groups, Brahmins account for 52.1 percent of the total population.  Other 
relatively large ethnic groups are Tamang (23%) and Chhetri (14.7%).  One leasehold 
forest of 9 ha. and nine members was formed in 1994.  A community forest of 146 ha. 
With 484 members was form in 1991.  A national forest of 125 ha. is also in the site.  
Among the nine members of the leasehold forest, two members are from Brahmin and 
Biswakarma families and the rest are from Tamang family..  These leasehold 
members also have membership in the community forest. The number of member 
households in the leasehold forest has not changed since the formation. The leasehold 
forest supplies grass and small poles. Leasehold members derive income from sales of 
grass and grass seeds, as the productivity of the grass is good. 

Community Forest Site 1:  Khareha  
The site is located in Ward 1 of Siwalaya VDC of Parbat district. Elevation of the site 
varies from 840 m. to 1200 m. The site consists of one settlement with 107 
households and 613 persons.  A complex ethnicity is found with high caste group 
(Brahmin, Chhetri and Giri), tribal group (Newar and Magar), and occupational group 
(Kami and Damai), which comes to 62, 29, and 9 percent, respectively. The CFUG 
has a membership of 104 households with 57.5 ha.  One household has taken 
membership in another community forest located outside the site, whereas two 
households have not voluntarily joined the community forest group (Table 3).  The 
residents of the settlement were informally organized and started conservation of the 
forest in 1978.  They imposed a complete restriction on harvesting of any type of 
forest product until 1993. The residents were officially recognized as a formal CFUG 
in May 1993.  The major forest products harvested are: grass, fuelwood, leaflitter, and 
timber.  

Community Forest Site 2:  Gumbadanda  
The site is located in Wards 7, 8, and 9 of Ilam municipality and Ward 1 of Barbote 
VDC of Ilam district. Elevation varies from 1085 m. to 1360 m.  It has five 
settlements with 210 households and 1,146 persons.  Ethnicity is composed of high 
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caste group (Brahmin and Chhetri), tribal group (Newar, Rai, Tamang, Gurung, and 
Magar), and occupational group (Kami and Damai), which comes to 27, 63, and 10 
percent, respectively.  The site has two community forests formally handed over to 
two user groups. About 56 percent (117 households) of the households are members 
in Gumbadanda community forest, whereas 44 percent (93 households) have 
membership in Odarebhaludhunga community forest. Besides, 65 percent (76 
households) of members of Gumbadanda community forest have membership in two 
other community forests located outside the site. No other national forest is used by 
the user group.  The vegetation falls under subtropical deciduous forest.  

Community Forest Site 3: Thoplebiran  
The site is located in Wards 4, 5, and 6 of Mechi municipality of Jhapa district.  The 
site consists of five settlements with 362 households and 2,090 persons.  The ethnic 
composition of the group includes high caste groups (Brahmin and Chhetri, 50 
percent), tribal groups (Tamang, Magar, Rai, and Danuwar, 40 percent), and 
occupational groups (Biswakarma, 10 percent). The CFUG has membership of 347 
households. The site falls under a tropical zone and is situated in the flat terai area at 
195 m. above sea level. The community forest was formally handed over to the user 
group in 1997.  The user group members have the right to harvest fuelwood, ground 
grass, tree fodder, timber, and leaf litter/bedding material.  

HOW USER GROUPS ARE FORMED IN NEPAL  

Community Forests 
The District Forest Officer (DFO) is empowered to hand over any part of the 
government forests to a CFUG as a community forest to develop, manage, and use the 
forest. For this, identification of forest users and boundary of the forest are determined 
in the primary phase. Secondly, formation of CFUG is done and the constitution of 
the group is prepared.  It defines the rights and responsibilities of the Chairman and 
other dignitaries as well as the general members.  The CFUG prepares an Operational 
Plan (OP) for the forest.  The OP describes the schedules of forest management and 
utilization activities of the forest.  The OP is jointly agreed and signed by the DFO 
and the Chairman of the CFUG.  The DFO provides technical assistance for the 
preparation of the OP and constitution as well.  The boundaries of the villages, towns, 
districts, and forest shall have no effect on handing over a forest area as a community 
forest. The community forest is handed over for a period of three to five years, and 
can be extended accordingly.  Basically, a CFUG is formed on the basis of 
accessibility of users and forest, traditional use rights, and willingness to manage 
forests. 

Leasehold Forests 
Leasehold forestry is especially designed for poor, marginal and landless or near-
landless farmers.  The two eligibility criteria are: (1) owning less than 0.5 hectare of 
land and (2) a per capita annual income of Rs. 3,035 (US $110 at 1985/86 prices).  
Thus, many residents of the same community, who have traditionally used the forest, 
are not eligible for membership in the leasehold group.   
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The eligible households and the degraded forest patches are identified and listed down 
by the staffs of Small Farmer Development Project of Agricultural Development Bank 
and the District Forest Office.  The DFO issues a notice in the area about the 
formation of a leasehold group and asks for any objections, the community have, 
about the process.  The DFO is supposed to obtain a consensus (Sahamati Patra 
meaning a agreement) from the whole community to form a leasehold group. Once 
the process is approved, a LFUG is formed together with preparation of an OP and a 
constitution, and a leasehold contract is made that is signed by the chairperson of the 
group and the DFO.  The forested land is leased to the group for a maximum of 40 
years.  After the expiration of the term, another term of 40 years can be offered. The 
OP is prepared for five years. 

An immediate difficulty in setting up a Leasehold Forestry Project is to identify the 
degraded forest patches that are to be converted into leasehold forests.  The word 
“degraded” does not have a well-established method for scaling.  (And, sometimes 
users help to make a forest degraded.  In the leasehold forestry area of Shaktikhor, 
Chitwan, for example, users told our team that some standing trees were cut by local 
users in order to qualify the forest as degraded.)  The second difficulty facing the 
DFO is obtaining consensus from the residents of the community to abandon their 
traditional use rights of the forest to a smaller group from the community.  Even when 
there is a formal agreement, some community members who are not included in the 
LFUG have continued to agitate, as we discuss below, to share forest product from the 
leasehold forest once it is established.  

CHALLENGES IN ACCOMPLISHING OBJECTIVES 

Community Forestry 
The major problem of the community forestry is the identification of forest users in 
relation to a patch of the forest and development of a set of rules and practices that are 
agreed upon and acceptable to all members of the group.  Many contemporary 
community forests draw on the rough boundaries of traditionally used forest patches.  
While determining boundaries is always a challenge, since most users living in the 
surrounding areas are eligible to use a community forest, the task of drawing 
boundaries is achievable.  Since over 11,000 CFUGs have been formed during the 
past several decades, District Foresters (DFs) working with groups interested in 
creating a community forest do have a lot of experience.  On the other hand, the vast 
number of CFUGs formed raises the possibility that DFs might be applying a 
blueprint and cutting corners when “turning over” forests to locally formed groups 
(Varughese, 1999: chap. 6).  Given the wide diversity of ecological conditions in 
Nepal and the variety of historical experiences of local leaders and groups, a blueprint 
approach is unlikely to generate successful governance designs for the long run. 

A major challenge facing CFUGs once formed is devising rules that will be followed 
by members of the group and will help to increase the productivity and sustainability 
of the forest under protection.  Not all CFUGs have successfully accomplished this 
task.  In some locations, the local elite have exercised substantial leadership in 
forming the FUG and in designing policies that protect their interests without 
protecting the interests of the poorer members of the community (Ojha, 2002).  The 
program also appears to have been more successfully implemented in the Middle Hills 
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of Nepal than in the Terai (Paudel and Pokharel, 2001).  In other locations where the 
local group has invested substantial time and effort in designing rules well-tailored to 
the ecology and needs of their members, they have established institutions that have a 
high likelihood of providing a set of incentives for users leading toward sustainable 
forest use (Varughese, 1999).   

Leasehold Forestry 
A major difficulty in accomplishing the objectives of this program is that poor 
households, who are the central focus of the program, have to put in substantial hard 
work in planting and weeding the degraded forest at a time when they face an 
immediate need for food.  They must wait some time before obtaining benefits from a 
degraded forest.  The immediate priority of poor farmers is to cultivate grain to feed 
their families.  According to foretry regulations, however, cereals cannot be cultivated 
on leasehold forest land.  The permitted uses – which include cultivation of improved 
breeds of grass, fruit, and medicinal herbs—do not solve the immediate problems of 
food deficiency (Chaudhary, 2000). 

Another problem in implementation is that if the LFUG adds new members after a 
year or so in order to reduce communal conflict, the added members are not officially 
recognized.  The new “members” lack legal protection even if the reorganization had 
the consensus of the whole community.  Training programs, distribution of forage 
seeds, seedlings, and other inputs as well as other development activities run by the 
DFO and the HLFFDP are provided on the basis of the number of officially accepted 
member households. 

THE TYPE OF SOCIAL CONFLICTS RECORDED IN THE LEASEHOLD 
FOREST SITES 

Baramchi Site 
In the process of formation of LFUGs, Eprepakha Forest was given to two groups:  
one to Eprepakha (Lama) and the other to Eprepakha (Shrestha). The other forest 
patch, Salmarang, was given to Salmarang LFUG.  These forests had also been used 
by the residents of Wards 2, 3, 6, and 7 before they were converted to leasehold 
forests.  People of these wards refused to give up their use rights over the forests and 
sacrifice forest products that they were obtaining from the time of their forefathers.  
As a result, Eprepakha and Salmarang LFUGs had to fight with the residents of Wards 
2, 3, 6, and 7 for harvesting ground grass from Eprepakha leasehold forest and timber 
(small poles) and leaflitter from Salmarang leasehold forest. In addition, the 
Dumsighari LFUG has had conflict with residents of Ward 5 for harvesting of forest 
products, because they also used to harvest from this forest traditionally. 

The residents of Ward 3 came in a large group and harvested most of the ground grass 
(exotic breeds planted by the lessee households) from the leasehold forests. This has, 
of course, raised a big question regarding the viability of official use rights provided 
by the government for 25 years to the LFUGs.  The NFRI team was also informed that 
livestock owned by nonmembers are grazed in the leasehold forests and planted 
seedlings are taken away by the nonmembers. 
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The combination of these various incidents has led to substantial social conflict 
among the communities surrounding the set of leasehold forests.  After the initial 
incidents, the drinking water supply from a reservoir constructed in Ward 4 to Ward 3 
was disrupted with the destruction of pipelines going to Ward 3 by the residents of 
Ward 4.  Later, this drinking water scheme serving the communities of both the wards 
was hampered and stopped due to the conflict among these communities. 

Bhagawatisthan Site 
During the formation of LFUGs in 1994, 49 households were included in these eight 
LFUGs from a total of 70 households living in three settlements (Chandeni, 
Charpiple, and Sathighar). As determined by the eligibility criteria of leasehold 
forestry, other residents were barred from membership in these user groups.  People of 
Barbandi and Bhotekhola settlements claimed that they were offended by the 
formation of LFUGs to use forests they had also been using and they also wanted 
membership in the group at that time. 

The LFUGs could not carry out forestry development activities and utilization of the 
forest successfully because nonmember households in the community have refused to 
recognize the use rights given to the LFUGs.  This refusal has created an interruption 
in the functioning of the LFUGs and disturbance in the management and development 
of the leasehold forest.  Nonmembers allowed their livestock to graze in the plantation 
area of leasehold forests and they also uprooted the planted seedlings and harvested 
forest products from the leasehold forests.  This type of conflict and lack of progress 
in regard to forestry development activities existed for four years. 

These user groups finally achieved some success in the management and development 
of the forests.  They functioned smoothly when they accepted other residents of the 
community into the LFUGs, irrespective of the criteria of the Leasehold Forestry 
Project.  Even though the forests are designated and handed over as leasehold forests, 
all the residents now have an equal right to use the leasehold forests and harvest forest 
products from them upon equal participation in the development of the forests.  The 
LFUGs contain 80 member households as against a total of 90 households in the site.  
Ten households have not shown an interest in joining a group. 

The member households work together and divide all the forest products equally.  
Now, there are no differences between leasehold forests and community forests in the 
area.  After this consensus, rules have been followed very strictly, grazing of livestock 
in the leasehold forest plantation area is fully controlled, and the survival rate of 
planted seedlings and productivity of ground grass has increased.  The new members, 
however, are not formally recognized by officials as members of the LFUG. 

Riyale Site 
Ten households were added in these seven groups after the formation of the group in 
1993/94 in order to equalize the use rights of the forest irrespective of the criteria of 
the leasehold forestry.  The member households were accepted after the groups’ 
unanimous decision on the basis of their traditional use rights for the forest and in 
order to avoid conflict in the society. 
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Lack of coordination and lack of group interest and group action among the LFUG 
members in forest development activities (such as shrub removal and pruning) were 
observed due to members leaving one user group and joining other groups.  Also, new 
members joined the LFUGs.  Some members do not feel a sense of ownership of the 
leasehold forests.  They mentioned in discussions that they think that once the trees 
are grown, say in 12 to15 years time, the government will change the policy and take 
back the forest.  The lack of group action combined with the rule of “zero-harvest” in 
the leasehold forests has direct negative impact upon the forestry and vegetation in 
national forests, which are in the immediate reach of the settlements.  There is heavy 
and ever-increasing human and animal pressure on the national forest located near the 
site. 

Thulosirubari Site 
When degraded national forest patches were converted to leasehold forests and use 
rights were given to one LFUG in 1995 and four LFUGs in 1996, the lessee members 
did not anticipate that social conflict might arise at the time of harvesting, even the 
minor forest product like ground grass from the leasehold forests. The residents of the 
community that were not included in the LFUGs also harvested ground grass. When 
the lessee members tried to stop them from harvesting, there was a social clash and 
they offended with each other. Since that time, the residents of the community have 
been experiencing an unusual situation and they could not feel well among themselves 
in the community.  The nonmembers cannot sacrifice the harvesting of forest products 
from the leasehold forests.  The chairman of the community forest and member of 
Dhadeni LFUG expressed her opinion that the government had given a poisonous 
snake to them in the form of a leasehold forest. 

Chitrepani – A Leasehold Sites without Significant Social Conflict 
Although there is no conflict between leasehold members and nonmembers at the time 
of the study, some nonmembers in the community were beginning to show an interest 
in becoming members in the group. These community members have started to 
question the inclusion of only nine members in the LFUG because leasehold members 
also have membership in the community forest. 

Why So Much Conflict in Four of these Sites?   
The process of achieving community consensus for converting forest land to leasehold 
forests is contradictory and complex.  No limitation exists on the boundary of the 
communities that can be included.  The HLFFDP has experienced serious problems in 
obtaining community consensus for leasehold forest establishment.  Once the 
technicalities of both leasehold and community forestry are well understood by the 
local people, the big farmers, who cannot be included in the LFUGs, tend to start 
pressing for community forestry.  They do not want to give up the use of the land in 
question, no matter how degraded it is (Sterk, 1996).  During community discussions, 
the better-off people generally stand against allocation of forest land only to poor 
families (Singh and Sterk, 1996). 

One can summarize the “causes” and “consequences” of the way the leasehold 
forestry approach has been operationalized in Nepal as shown in Table 2.  It appears 
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to the NFRI team that the three major causes of conflict over the implementation of 
the Leasehold Forestry Project in Nepal are the: 

1. lack of recognition of previous use rights; 

2. lack of adherence to the rules specified under the project; and 

3. extent of pre-existing community conflict. 

 

These underlying causes have had many adverse effects on the functioning of the 
Leasehold Forestry Project including the illegal harvesting of forest products, the 
grazing of cattle by nonmembers, and the stealing of seedlings planted by a LFUG.  
Groups that began to undertake forest development activities have had to stop these 
with adverse effects on the management plans developed.  In some cases, wealthier 
farmers have been included as members of a group contrary to the provisions of the 
Leasehold Act.  The escalation of conflict among groups and communities has been 
tragic given that many of these communities already face difficult problems of 
survival and conflict. 

In the leasehold forests, conflict is a common social phenomenon.  It is observed 
chiefly during the process of trying to obtain community consensus and in some cases 
after the completion of the leasing process, i.e., handing over lease certificates to the 
LFUGs of poor families (Singh, 1996).  The residents of the community that have not 
responded to the notification issued by the DFO are usually the most opposed to the 
formation of the LFUGs and have challenged the use rights prescribed to lessee 
members.  The LFUGs (Eprepakha and Salmarang) of Baramchi site, as discussed 
above, were disturbed by the residents of other settlements rather than the residents’ 
of their own settlements.  In Thulosirubari site, the LFUG members had conflict with 
their own neighbors. 

Enforcement of rules became successful in Bhagawatisthan site only after the 
inclusion of all interested residents accepted as leasehold members. As a result of 
success in grazing control and group functioning, an increase in grass productivity 
was reported. But the receipt per household was not increased to the poor targeted 
group as they had to share among the community. In Riyale site, however, even after 
acceptance of interested residents to join the groups, the LFUGs are not successful in 
assembling group members to achieve collective action.  Of the seven LFUGs 
described above, only one group has cleared shrubs and pruned trees and one other 
group collected fodder together.  It is a substantial challenge to improve the condition 
of degraded forests at the same time as alleviating poverty.  Even the objective of 
leasehold forestry seems contradictory to some observers. Chapagain, Kanel, and 
Regmi (1999) have argued, for example, that community forestry should be utilized to 
fulfill subsistence needs while leasehold forestry should be used primarily for 
commercial purposes. 

The conflicts and problems in the Leasehold Forestry program were found in four of 
the five sites studied.  Considerable violation of the rules exists and substantial 
physical conflict was described.  In Chitrepani site, the only Leasehold Forestry site 
that had not yet had substantial conflict, nonmember households have begun to 
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question the authorities as to why they were not included in the LFUG.  Thus, early 
signs of conflict have emerged in the fifth Leasehold site that we have studied.   

RULES AND INCENTIVES FOR THE POOR HOUSEHOLDS IN SOME 
COMMUNITY FORESTS 
A stated reason for creating the Leasehold Forestry program was to reach the poor 
residents located near national forests.  To do this, the rules and policies of the 
Leasehold Forests overtly excluded members of a community that have traditionally 
used the forests included in the program, one of the basic sources of conflict is the 
overt exclusion of community members from participation.  The criteria of owning 
less than 0.5 hectare of land and having a very low per capita annual income could be 
applied, but many of the community members who were excluded were also quite 
poor.  And, some of the wealthier members were particularly concerned about their 
cattle being excluded from forested areas where they had historically been allowed to 
graze.  It is thus somewhat easy to understand why substantial conflict arise when a 
government official decides who from a set of traditional users from the same 
community will have exclusive use of a forested area. 

The second part of our research question turns to the acceptability of rules made by 
members of community forests to redistribute benefits to the poor members of their 
community are accepted by the community as a whole.  To discuss this part of the 
question we will describe the rules and policies adopted by three community forests 
who have taken particular efforts to ensure that poor households obtain sufficient 
forest products and made other efforts to uplift the poorer households through 
community forestry development.  

Khareha Site 
In this community forest, grass harvesting is allowed only to selected needy 
households. Fuelwood is harvested in two methods: (a) fallen dry wood (sticks/twigs) 
is allowed seasonally for five days and (b) group harvesting at the time of pruning and 
thinning, which is distributed equally to participating households.  There is no time 
period restriction for leaf litter collection. The harvesting of timber is strictly limited 
to ten trees per year.  An Executive Committee of the group examines the actual 
requirement of the household and makes an allotment based on this assessment.  The 
user group roughly estimates that 80 percent of fodder, 30 percent of fuelwood, and 
50 percent of timber requirement is fulfilled from the community forest.  No national 
forest is used by the user group. 

The rules used for grass allocation by this CFUG are particularly focused on ensuring 
that poorer households do obtain sufficient grass.  The potential ground grass area in 
the community forest is divided into 34 small blocks. Out of 104 member households, 
34 households are authorized to harvest ground grass from one block each every year.  
The first priority in assigning rights to ground-grass harvesting is provided to those 
households who do not have land for fodder production.  As such, out of 34 blocks, 17 
blocks are provided to poor households and they are allowed ground-grass harvesting 
rights permanently each year.  The remaining 17 households will be decided each year 
depending upon need of the household.  The decision is taken at the user group’s 
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general assembly. This provision was made because fodder availability enhances cash 
income through goat farming even to the poor households. 

Gumbadanda Site 
The community forest provides about 40 percent of fodder, bedding material for 
livestock, and timber requirements.  Sixty percent of fodder and bedding material and 
70 percent of fuelwood come from private forest and farmland.  Grass and bedding 
material are allowed to harvest individually round the year.  Fuelwood is harvested 
collectively during the pruning and thinning process. 

The CFUG has devised several mechanisms to ensure financial support for the poor 
households in their group.  The user group has provided financial assistance for 
purchasing mother goats for poor and disadvantaged households.  In this connection, 
four goats were purchased from the user group’s fund and distributed to four 
households, one goat per household. Twenty percent of the profit was to be put in the 
user group’s fund and a mother goat was transferred to the next household after the 
milking stage.  This incentive was provided to ten such households in 1999.  The 
decision to provide this incentive was driven by the suggestion and inspiration given 
by the CFUG of Kaski district, which came to this site for an observation study tour. 

On a different front, the user group has also provided scholarships of Rs. 200 per year 
to three intelligent primary school students of poor and disadvantaged households. 
This decision was the outcome of the suggestion of the officials of the DFO during the 
training session conducted for strengthening the CFUGs. 

Thoplebiran Site 
The user group allows members to obtain fuelwood in three ways:  (1) during the time 
of thinning and pruning operations carried in the forest, fuelwood is distributed 
equally among the participating member households free of cost; (2) the member 
households are authorized to collect fallen wood/twigs free of cost throughout the 
year; and (3) the user group harvests fuelwood from dead, diseased, and old trees that 
are sold to the user group members. 

Timber is distributed on the basis of actual requirement.  The requirement of timber 
claimed by the member is examined and allocated by the executive committee of the 
group. The product is mainly harvested from the diseased and over-matured trees two 
months a year. Ground-grass harvesting is allowed for six months.  The community 
forest is open for non-consumptive uses such as recreational purposes and picnics. 
The community forest provides 30 percent of fodder, 80 percent of fuelwood, and 100 
percent of timber requirement of the user group.  No other national forest is used by 
the group. 

Members of the user group have devised several ways of providing financial support 
for the poor members of their group.  For example, in 2000, one bed stead per family 
was provided free of cost to eleven poor and disadvantaged families (Danuwar, 
Limbu, Kami).  These families did not obtain fuelwood and timber sold by the user 
group. This incentive was provided because every member of the user group 
contributed an equal amount of labor for the maintenance and conservation of the 
forest resources and these poor households were not able to pay money for fuelwood 
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and timber harvested from the community forest, which was sold to members at the 
price determined by the user group. The households that were provided furniture did 
collect fuelwood, but were not able to purchase any additional wood. 

The CFUG has also provided scholarships of Rs. 500 per annum for ten intelligent 
high-school-level students coming from poor households.  This decision was passed 
by the general assembly of the user group.  The actual number of households 
receiving scholarships has to be decided by the executive committee of the group.  
The decision to provide scholarship was taken to help reduce poverty by increasing 
the opportunity available to students from poor households. 

CONCLUSION 
While implementing Community Forestry programs in Nepal is challenging, it would 
appear that the problems of implementing the Leasehold Forestry program have been 
even greater.  By its very definition, leasehold forestry limits the right of using a 
forest to a targeted group of people.  It restricts the de facto rights of other people 
living in the same community that have used (and overused) this forest in the past.  In 
practice, the excluded households are reluctant to give up their de facto rights.  They 
are not ready to recognize the formal use rights provided to lessee households, and are 
unwilling to sacrifice the benefits they have obtained in the past from using these 
forests. 

Therefore, the rules created by the LFUGs may not be accepted by other residents of 
the community, creating social conflicts resulting in many types of obstacles in forest 
development and management activities.  The conflict created in relation to the 
establishment of leasehold forestry is likely to have adverse effects upon other 
community development activities as well.  Leasehold forestry creates problems in 
keeping a balance between community members who have been assigned designated 
rights and non-leasehold members are supposed to recognize the rights provided to 
lessee households.  Thus, leasehold forestry projects appear to have become a 
“tragedy of the poor” because they fail to secure rights that are intended to be 
assigned to the poorest of the poor. 

Sustainable use of forest resources is impossible without durable institutional 
arrangements to regulate the harvest and distribution of forest products (Varughese, 
1999).  Although various scholars and practitioners may add other conditions they see 
as important, most agree that some form of these three—locals’ valuation, ownership, 
and institutions—are central to successful natural resource management (Gibson and 
Becker, 2000).  In addition to government-enforced rules, the recognition of 
indigenous rights to forest resources management is essential for the achievement of 
successful management practices (Banana and Gombya-Ssembajjwe, 2000). 

While some community forestry groups may ignore the problems of the poor, they do 
not in general face the level of conflict found in relation to the leasehold forests (see 
Lachapelle and Smith, 2002).  Further, the rules and incentives provided to poor 
households in some community forests—as illustrated by the examples above—tend 
to be accepted by all of the residents.  These rules and incentives have been passed by 
the general assembly of the user group with a general consensus. Rules made in 
community forestry favoring the poor households were accepted by the community as 
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a whole, but leasehold groups are unable to enforce the rules created by them due to 
lack of recognition to the use right provided to them. We observed that, in practice, 
community forestry possesses many advantages over leasehold forestry.  The 
incentives provided to poor households by the CFUGs have been successful in 
maintaining an equity issue from the point of view of equal participation in 
developing and maintaining forest resources from the poor households. 

Lastly, we argue that the most serious problem in leasehold forestry is that if the use 
right provided to a group is not accepted and recognized by other groups in the 
community, the whole objective of the program is paralyzed.  Rules overtly created 
for the purpose of helping the poor are of no use to the poor, or to anyone else.  If a 
LFUG that has been formed strictly within legal criteria but then cannot operate as 
formed and has to accept other residents as members irrespective of the criteria related 
to poverty, launching a specific program to help the poor may not help them at all.  A 
community-based approach appears to work more effectively for the management of 
the forest in Nepal aiming to benefit many rather than to benefit a few (Chaudhary, 
2000).  Adapting the community forestry system to the leasehold forestry system 
creates a puzzle as to whether to facilitate the development of a larger group or a 
smaller group.  Unless great care is taken in the development of a LFUG, 
dysfunctional conflict is easily created.   

Community forests have made efforts to ensure forest sustainability as well as provide 
benefits to uplift the poorer households. Given the evidence we have found related to 
the willingness of some CFUGs to provide special incentives to the poor, a 
worthwhile government program would be to share information about such programs 
and encourage other CFUGs to adopt similar programs. 
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Table 1: Socioeconomic Characteristics of Leasehold Sites 

Number of Ethnic 
Groups 

Dependency to Forest Site Total 
Households 
(HH) 

HHs in 
Leasehold 
Groups 

Settlement LF 
Group 

LF CF NF 

Main 
Products 
Harvested 
from LF 

Baramchi 78 78 Three Single Medium -  High  Grass 

Bhagawatisthan 90 80 Four Single High - Very 
low 

Grass, 
leaflitter, 
fuelwood 

Riyale 101 89 Two Single Very 
low 

Low High Grass, 
fuelwood 

Thulosirubari 105 34 Three Single Medium Medium - Grass, 
leaflitter, 
fuelwood 

Chitrepani 491 9 Eight  Three  Low  High Medium Grass, 
grass 
seeds 

Note: LF = leasehold forest; CF = community forest; NF = national forest 

 

Table 2: Causes and Effects of Conflict in Leasehold Forest 
 
Cause Effects 

a) Lack of recognition to the 
use right 

Product harvesting by nonmembers 

Stealing/removing of planted seedlings 

Interruption in the functioning of the group 

Disturbance in the management and development of the forest 

Acceptance of nonmember household in the group (offer 
membership to all) 

b) Lack of adherence to rules Grazing of livestock in the forest 

Overtly breaking the rules related to the wealth of members of 
the group 

c) Extent of existing 
community conflicts 

Interruption in community development activities, for example, 
disruption of water supply in Baramchi 

Social environment and social feeling are spoiled, for example in 
Thulosirubari\ 

Overt community-to-community conflicts 
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Table 3: Socioeconomic Characteristics of Community Forest Sites 

 
Number of Ethnic 
Groups 

Dependency to 
Forest 

Site Total 
Household 
(HH) 

HHs in the 
CF 
Group/s 

Settlement CF Group CF NF 

Main products 
harvested from CF 

Khareha 107 105 Seven Seven High - Fodder, fuelwood, 
timber 

Gumbadanda 210 210 Nine Nine Medium - Fodder, leaflitter, 
timber 

Thoplebiran 362 347 Seven Seven High - Fuelwood, fodder, 
timber 

Note: CF = community forest; NF = national forest 
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ANNEX 1 
 

Community Forestry Programs in Nepal 

 
 

Donor Agencies Name of the Project Number of 
Districts 

Denmark (DANIDA) Natural Resource Management Sector Assistance 
Programme (NARMSAP) 

38 

UK (DFID) Livelihoods and Forestry Programme (LFP) 10 

USA (USAID) Environment and Forest Enterprises Activities Programme 
(EFEAP) 

8 

Australia (AusAID) Nepal Australia Community Resource Management 
Project (NACRMP) 

2 

Switzerland (SDC) Nepal Swiss Community Forest Development Project 
(NSCFDP) 

3 

Germany (GTZ) Churia Community Forestry Project (ChCFP) 3 

The Netherlands (SNV) Biodiversity Sector Programme for Siwalik and Terai 
(BISEP-ST) 

8 

 

Source: Hamro Ban. 2059 B.S.  HMG.  Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation. 

              Department of Forests, Kathmandu, Nepal. 
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ANNEX 2 

Nepal IFRI Sites 

Site # / Date Site Name District Study Focus on 
Forest Type 

Ecological 
Zone 

001-01/97 Raniswara (Revisit) Gorkha CF Hills 

001-10/93 Raniswara ,, ,, ,, 

002-10/97 Chhoprak (Revisit) ,, ,, ,, 

002-10/93 Chhoprak ,, ,, ,, 

003-02/97 Bandipur (Revisit) Tanahu ,, ,, 

003-10/93 Bandipur ,, ,, ,, 

004-10/93 Chhimkeswari ,, NF ,, 

004-12/96 Chhimkeswari(Revisit) ,, ,, ,, 

005-03/00 Chitrepani (Revisit) Makawanpur LF Siwalik 

005-03/94 Chitrepani ,, ,, ,, 

006-01/98 Baramchi (Revisit) Sindhupalchowk ,, Hills 

006-05/94 Baramchi ,, ,, ,, 

007-02/98 Riyale (Revisit) Kavrepalanchowk ,, ,, 

007-05/94 Riyale ,, ,, ,, 

008-06/94 Bijulikot Ramechhap ,, ,, 

009-09/94 Shaktikhor Chitwan NF Siwalik 

010-11/94 Shaktikhor Ward 1 ,, ,, ,, 

011-04/95 Thulosirubari Sindhupalchowk LF Hills 

012-05/95 Doramba Ramechhap ,, ,, 

013-09/95 Choubas Makawanpur ,, ,, 

014-06/95 Bhagawatisthan Kavrepalanchowk ,, ,, 

014-12/99 Bhagawatisthan (Revisit) ,, ,, ,, 

015-04/96 Barandabhar Ban Devi Chitwan CF Terai 

016-06/96 Shivapuri-Manichur Kathmandu WR Hills 

017-09/96 Shivapuri-Sunkhani Nuwakot ,, ,, 

018-05/97 Barbote Ilam CF ,, 

019-05/97 Shantipur ,, NF Siwalik 

020-06/97 Chungmang Dhankuta ,, Hills 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 25

021-06/97 Bhedetar ,, CF ,, 

022-04/98 Shivapur Bardia NP Terai 

023-05/98 Pipariya Kanchanpur WR ,, 

024-06/98 Pashim Kusaha Sunsari ,, ,, 

025-06/98 Jagatpur Chitwan NP ,, 

026-04/99 Sanuwa Sukanahi Udayapur CF Siwalik 

027-05/99 Num Sankhuwasabha ,, Mountain 

028-06/99 Hati Kharka Sanya ,, ,, ,, 

029-08/00 Khareha Parbat ,, Hills 

030-10/00 Danapur Rupandehi ,, Terai 

031-11/00 Chandraban Palpa ,, Hills 

032-11/00 Gijara Banke ,, Terai 

033-05/01 Balankhola Siraha ,, ,, 

034-09/01 Chuliban Deurali Dhankuta ,, Hills 

035-09/01 Gumbadanda Ilam ,, ,, 

036-11/01 Thoplebiran Jhapa ,, Terai 

Note: CF = community forest; NF= national forest; LF=leasehold forest; NP = national park;  

          WR = wildlife reserve 

 

                                                 
i FUG Database Record (April 2002). Community and Private Forestry Division, Department of 
Forests, Kathmandu, Nepal. 

ii Hills Leasehold Forestry and Forage Development Project, Project Completion Report, September 
2001. National Forest Division, Department of Forests, Kathmandu, Nepal. 

iii The first four sites studied by NFRI in October of 1993 were located in the central and western Hills 
as “baseline” studies for the Leasehold Project.  A fifth site in a National Forest was conducted at the 
same time.  NFRI was then asked to conduct several studies of the initial Leasehold Forests established 
and four Leasehold sites were first studied in the spring and fall of 1994.  Many of these first sites have 
been revisited once (see Annex 2 for a complete list of NFRI sites).  A fifth Leasehold Forest was 
visited in April of 1995.  A set of revisits to HLFFDP sites in 1998 (2 sites) and 2000 (2 sites) were 
undertaken with a specific objective of assessing impact of the project.  In early 1997, the first four 
Community Forest sites were revisited as well as four new Community Forest sites from eastern Nepal 
as part of the dissertation research of a then Ph.D. student from Indiana University (Varughese, 1999).  
In 1998, the Parks and People Project of the United Nations Development Programme supported the 
conduct of an impact assessment study of their project in four national parks/wildlife reserve areas.  For 
this, three national parks and one wildlife reserve area were selected.  In order to assess achievements 
of the project, in-depth information about the benefits and outcomes of project’s investment and 
activities were obtained from the User Groups formed by the project.  A study in three Community 
Forests was carried in eastern Mountain and Siwalik area in 1999 with a grant received from the 
MacArthur Foundation to support research in eastern Nepal. In 2000, the Food and Agriculture 
Organization of the United Nations supported NFRI to conduct a study of the costs and benefits of 
Community Forests.   
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