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Abstract  Nepal’s community forestry program was specifically adopted to address local livelihoods and abate envi-
ronmental degradation with due consideration of local-specific conservation and development requirements. Although the 
program has improved forest condition and livelihoods in many cases, it has several limitations and shortcomings particularly 
in the context of inclusive forest governance. This paper examines the roles and responsibilities of poor, disadvantaged 
women, Dalits and socially excluded groups in the community forestry process and the way how they are excluded at the time 
of benefit-sharing and in decision-making. The study is based on three years (2008-2011) long action and learning research in 
58 community forest users groups from three eco-zone of Nepal. The study revealed that more attention needs to be paid in 
making forest user groups more equitable, inclusive and pro-poor in practice. The poor, Dalits, and socially excluded groups 
are often deprived from their basic rights on accessing of common pool resources, and are often excluded in decision-making 
system. The notable challenges related to the community forestry in the studied districts include elite domination, inability to 
provide significant contribution to livelihoods, persistence of social disparity, and low information flow to the poor and 
marginalized groups.  
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1. Introduction 
In Nepal, community forestry (CF) program was specifi-

cally formulated with the objectives of meeting the subsis-
tence forestry needs of the local people and abate environ-
mental degradation by transferring user rights of forest re-
sources to the local users[1-3]. Local users first formed a 
local institute as community forest users group (CFUG), and 
then apply for obtaining a patch of government owned forest 
as CF[4]. Number of such CFs are now reached more than 
18,000[5] because of its successful management history 
since handed over to local community. 

Hence, Nepal’s CF is widely known as a successful ex-
ample of progressive legislation and policies in the decen-
tralization of common pool resources (CPRs) simultane-
ously meeting the local forest product needs and enhancing 
biodiversity conservation[2]. At present, Nepal's CF is her-
alded as an appropriate instrument to help accomplish the 
national sustainable development strategy by reducing  
poverty through the efficient use and management of forest
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resources[1,6,7]. At present approximately 30% (1.3 million 
ha) of national forestlands have been handed over to more 
than 17,600 CFUGs 1  involving more than 1.8 million 
households[8]. 

The CF program has met with some notable successes in 
terms of enhancing flow of forest products, improving live-
lihoods opportunities for forest dependent people, strength-
ening social capital, and improving the biophysical condition 
of forest[9-13]. Because of these successes, Nepal’s CF has 
moved beyond to its original goal of fulfilling basic forest 
needs of the people including, and it is now a pioneer in 
terms of community-based natural resource management 
(CBNRM)[3,6,14,15]. 

Despite the multiple functions of CF including social, 
economic and environmental benefits, it continues to face 
organizational, structural, and societal challenges[1,6,7]. 
Many studies have reported that social inequity and exclu-
sion of the poor, women, and marginalized groups from 
gaining access to and control over CF resources, and bene-
fits-sharing are the common problems in CF[2,15-18]. Al-
though Nepal’s CF is increasingly recognized in delivering 
good governance through the CFUGs including transpar-

                                                             
1A group of people who regularly uses a particular forest for various purposes and 
organize themselves to protect, manage, and utilize by forming a local group. 
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ency, accountability, benefits-sharing, decision-making, 
fairness, and inclusiveness[6,9,19] the CF policy itself is 
exclusionary[20] in terms of bringing voices of poor and 
disadvantaged section of society. The policy does not rec-
ognize social aspect of managing local forest resources 
rather it largely focuses on scientific forestry ideology in the 
terms and conditions of partnerships[1,3,20]. 

Recent studies shows that most of the CFs are dominated 
by wealthier and upper caste group particularly those be-
longing to Brahmin, Chhetri and other privileged groups in 
both decision-making and benefit distribution, and therefore, 
the opportunity for socially marginalized people such as 
poor, women, and Dalits2 to be involved in CF program are 
not adequately taken into consideration[2,15,17,18,21]. Due 
to inequitable distribution of benefits-sharing, combined 
with unequal social structure and uneven sense of ownership, 
the livelihoods of the poor have not improved as 
expected[1,17]. 

There are many factors that hindered inclusive CF in 
Nepal, and of them caste culture, social hierarchy, economic 
status of an individual, educational attainment are mainly 
responsible for the exclusion of poor and marginalized 
groups in the CF process[1,4,11,22]. Moreover, socioeco-
nomic disparity among users and their dependency on CPRs 
has become a matter of concern, when a responsibility of 
allocating CPRs is delegated to local communities[7]. In 
order to achieve the dual goals of poverty reduction and 
environmental conservation through the sustainable forest 
management, the poor and marginalized groups, who depend 
more on forest resources for their livelihoods, have to be 
included in the CF program[12,19], particularly in the deci-
sion-making level. Social exclusion can bring disputes 
among CFUG members, which can disrupt social harmony 
and collective action[4]. This paper, therefore, intends to 
explore the critical social asymmetric in a scenario of ex-
clusiveness of poor, disadvantaged women and Dalits, and 
its implications in CF process.  

2. Research Methodology 
2.1. Study Site and Data Collection 

The survey was conducted in three districts: Lalitpur, 
Baglung, and Nawalparasi, covering the three geographical 
regions of Nepal, namely Mid-hill, High-hill and Terai. In 
order to evaluate trend of CF under the CFUGs, with due 
consideration of CF contributing to sustainable livelihoods 
and its management governance, three clusters was selected 
from each district: Lamatar cluster of Lalitpur district, 
Kusmisera cluster of Baglung district, and Nawalpur cluster 
of Nawalparasi district. While choosing the clusters, it was 
considered that each cluster must have at least one CFUG 

                                                             
2Dalits are defined as historically and socially discriminated so-called “lower 
caste” or untouchable” according to Hindu caste division system. Dalits are a 
mixed population of numerous caste groups such as Kami (blacksmiths), Damai 
(tailors), Sarki (shoemakers), and so on. 

which applied governance reform and collaborative learning. 
Table 1 depicts the total CFUGs along with total users in the 
studied sites. 

Table 1.  Total CF and users from the three districts 

Study cluster Total CF Total users 
Lamatar, Lalitpur 15 6841 

Kusmisera, Baglung 28 20218 
Nawalpur, Nawalparasi 15 33230 

Total 58 60289 

Out of the 58 CFUGs, 24 were randomly selected for de-
tail study: 6 CFUGs from Lamatar cluster, 12 CFUGs from 
Kusmisera cluster, and 6 CFUGs from Nawalpur cluster. 
Purposive sampling was carried out with due consideration 
to the size of CFUGs, date of establishment of the CFUGs, 
income and poverty levels, and presence of social groups in 
the community. Baseline data was collected at three levels: (i) 
household; (ii) CFUG; and (iii) cluster-wise. With the as-
sistance of the CFUGs executives, the households were 
divided into poor and non-poor based on the socio-economic 
conditions. As depicted in Table 2, 16 households within a 
CFUG were randomly selected based on the three different 
criteria: (i) poor and non-poor; (ii) male and female; and (iii) 
socially excluded group (SEG)3; and (iv) non-socially ex-
cluded group (non-SEG). 

Table 2.  Selection criteria and number of sampled household taken from 
each of the 24 sample CFUGs of the three districts 

Social 
group 

Non-Poor Poor 
Total 

Male Female Male Female 
SEGs 2 2 2 2 8 

Non SEGs 2 2 2 2 8 
Total 4 4 4 4 16 

In recent years, Nepal’s decentralization forest policy 
aims to address the local livelihoods of the users dependent 
on CPRs and abate environmental degradation through sus-
tainable utilization of forest products[1]. Thus, this study 
tries to recognize poor, SEGs, and marginalized groups as 
target population for the survey. SEGs include disadvan-
taged women, indigenous people, madhesi, Dalit, and other 
ethnic minorities. 

Altogether, 384 households were randomly selected for 
interview during the field visit in 2009. Household interview 
was carried out by employing systematically designed sur-
vey questionnaire. Questionnaire survey interview is effec-
tive in collecting detailed information on family background, 
personal characteristics, daily experience, and household’s 
community context at a time[23]. Questionnaires were pre-
pared in Nepali language for the convenience of the re-
spondents. The questionnaire was designed to gain insight 
knowledge about the roles and responsibilities of the poor 
and marginalized groups in the CF program and consists of 
different parameters. It covered information before and after 

                                                             
3Socially excluded groups are those who are far from the mainstream of com-
munity forest and are unaware of the community forest process as well as benefits 
due to their socio-cultural and economic conditions. 
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community forest invention such as: (i) demographic struc-
ture- caste, gender, family member, and occupation; (ii) 
agricultural practices-type of land ownership, cropping pat-
tern, and livestock; (iii) socio-economic information- edu-
cation, health, annual income, and sources of income; and (iv) 
management of CPRs and utilization, and household 
awareness in community forestry. 

Additionally, 48 focus group discussion (FGD) was car-
ried among local stakeholders in three districts. The main 
objective of the FGD method was to encourage the partici-
pation of occupational castes and to hear their voices re-
garding their access to local resources and their involvement 
in decision making process. 

3. Results 
3.1. Status of Poor and Excluded Households in the CF 

The research findings revealed that the existing CFs have 
failed to provide significant contribution to livelihoods, 
particularly for poor and marginalized communities in the 
studied districts. There was persistence of social disparity 
among FUGs, and most of the CFUGs are dominated by elite 
group (Brahmin and Chhetri). Table 3 shows the total 
number of poor and SEGs in 58 CFUGs of the three districts. 
Poor and marginalized groups, particularly Dalits had less 
access to forest resources, and often excluded from deci-
sion-making system of CF. 

Table 3.  Poor and socially excluded households in the 58 CFUGs of three 
districts 

Social group Aver StdDev Min Max Total HH 
Poor* 82 112 9 721 4724 
SEG 40 63 9 441 2324 

*Household who are unable to maintain food throughout a year by their own 
production, earning, landless or with homestead land only, no permanent job and 
other sources of income. 

The local livelihoods in the studied areas have not im-
proved as expected, and approximately 50% of the house-
holds fall under the category of poor. In the 58 CFUGs, 24% 
of the households comprised of socially excluded4 house-
holds. Similarly, 22% of the households were excluded 5 
from gaining access to CF resources and incentive derived 
from it. Table 4 shows the number of poor and socially 
excluded household in Lalitpur, Baglung, and Nawalparasi. 
During the survey it was found that 2069 households were 
excluded from the CF system. Slightly higher number of 
households (1303) was excluded in the Nawalparasi district 
as compared to Baglung and Lalitpur. 

In Baglung, most of the dalit households are excluded 
                                                             
4On the other hand, socially excluded groups represent those people who might 
have been included as the members of the CFUG but are prevented from being 
part of the mainstream of the community forestry due to their socio-cultural and 
economic conditions. These people can be known as low caste people, women, 
poor, and marginalized people. 
5 In community forestry, excluded households denote to the households who are 
not the members of community forestry and thus, restricted from forest man-
agement and use although they are interested to be part of it. 

from the CF program. The survey findings revealed that 
wealthier and elite group does not want to share information 
pertaining to community forestry to the lower caste people. 
In Lalitpur, households were mainly excluded since they 
were not present during the CFUG formation process. Unlike 
in Baglung, poor and Dalits were conceived as the major 
reasons of forest destruction for gathering firewood, fodder, 
timber and Non-Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) before the 
CFUG formation. 

Table 4.  District-wise numbers of poor and socially excluded households 

Social status Lalitpur Nawalparasi Baglung Total HH 
Ex** HH 94 1303 672 2069 
SEG- HH 234 1173 917 2324 
Poor HH 484 2349 1891 4724 

Total 1303 5045 3252 9600 

Ex**=excluded 

Table 5 shows the reasons of exclusion in CFUG. The 
findings indicated that households were excluded mainly due 
to their socio-cultural and economic status. For example, in 
Amalachaur Village Development Committee (VDC), 100 
Kami households are excluded intentionally from the CF 
program. Kami are the traditional users of the forest, since 
they require wood for charcoal production, and elite group 
excluded them considering that their activity will result in 
overuse of forest products. Similarly, in Binaya-Bagar and 
Shankhadev-Hasaura CFs of Nawalparasi, Magar and Kumal 
were excluded from the CF program as they were unable to 
pay the entrance fee of NRs6 100. 

The formation of CF has negatively affected the tradi-
tional livelihoods of poor, dalits and marginalized commu-
nities as they cannot take their livestock into the CF for 
grazing. For example, in Baglung, few households depend 
on pastoralism for their livelihoods, however, after formation 
of CFUGs in the area, seasonal transhumance livestock 
grazing were not allowed into the CF. At present, excluded 
households meet their forest product demands from their 
own land, natural forest, and even buy firewood and timber 
from the private entrepreneurs. 

Table 5.  Reasons of exclusion in CFUG 

Reason of Exclusion No of CFUG % 
Elite capture or power domination 9 15.51 
Not available during CF formation 19 32.75 

Adds burden 11 18.96 
Unable to pay entrance fee 7 12.06 

No idea 11 18.96 
Household not excluded 1 1.72 

Total 58 100 

3.2. Participation in Decision-making Process 

An investigation in the participation of different social 
groups (poor, women, SEGs, and marginalized groups) in 
the FUGs meeting, forest products distribution and other 
activities of CF revealed that the participation is not uniform 
across poor, Dalits, and marginalized groups of people (Ta-

                                                             
61US$=85 NRs as of May 23,2012. 
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ble 6). In Baglung and Lalitpur, most of the excluded 
households were poor and Dalits, who totally rely on the 
surrounding forests for their livelihoods even before the 
formation of CFUG. These marginalized groups of people 
were excluded intentionally during the formation of CFUG 
with the reasons of the destroyers of the forests. In recent 
years, these groups have shown interest to be included in the 
CFUGs; however, their interests and voices were not listened 
by the Use Group Committee (UGC). 

In Baglung, majority of the excluded households were 
Dalits. Some of them have applied for the membership but 
the response of UGC and elite members of the CFUG re-
mained negative for them. Interestingly it was found that 
SEGs are still unaware about the CFUG process, and none of 
them have applied for the membership due to rigid caste and 
class domination in the society. Although higher proportions 
of poor households were excluded in Nawalparasi, the 
situation is different in Baglung and Lalitpur. It was found 
that there is caste based society in Baglung and Lalitpur, and 
therefore, Dalit were excluded but the educated people of 
socially excluded groups have been able to elect in UGC in 
some of the CFUGs. 

In general, participation of poor, Dalits, women, and 
Janajatis 7 are much lower as compared to elite groups 
(Brahmin and Chhetri) on meeting, minute, and other ac-
tivities related to CF. In most of the cases, Dalits, women, 
and SEGs are not informed about the CFUG meeting that 
make rules governing the development, maintenance, and 
utilization of forest products within the CFUG. The research 
findings revealed that the roles and responsibilities of 
women in the CF is not taken into consideration and often 
neglected. A huge number of users still lack information 
about CF pertaining to their rights to participate in deci-
sion-making system and benefits-sharing. 

Table 6.  Participation in meeting and general assembly in the studied 
CFUGs 

Status of   
information 

(B & C)a Janajatis Dalits Total 
Mb Fc Mb Fc Mb Fc No. % 

Participated 71 41 29 32 26 20 219 57.03 
Non-participated 33 32 20 32 18 22 157 40.88 

No idea 1 1 1 2 1 2 8 2.08 
Total 105 74 50 66 45 44 384 100 

(B&C)a= Brahmin and Chhetri 
Mb= Male, Fc=Female 

3.3. Knowledge of Fundamental and Legal Rights 
Among the Socially Excluded Groups 

In most of the CFUGs, UGC is formed by the elite group, 
and are well-known about their fundamental and legal rights 
as well as their duties in the CF. In some clusters, educated 
members from Janajatis and Dalits are also appointed in 
UGC and are aware about the property rights and their duties. 
However, UGC formed by the illiterate members particularly 
                                                             
7Janajatis are generally non-Hindus with their distinct identities regarding reli-
gious beliefs, social practices and cultural values. Throughout the history of 
Nepal, Janajatis have been marginalized in terms of language, culture, political 
and economic opportunities. Gurungs, Sherpas, Thakalis, Tamangs, Rais, 
Limbu, Magar, etc. 

from Janajatis and Dalits are found to be selected in the UGC 
only for formality sake, and are unaware about their basic 
rights. Moreover, important decisions are taken and applied 
by the elite group in such communities. For example, there 
are some poor, women, and Dalits in the CFUGs but don’t 
allow to participate in decision making-process in CFUGs. 
These people are selected only for forest protection rather 
than equitable distribution of benefits and access to forest 
products. In some CFUGs, SEGs and Dalits are allowed to 
collect firewood and fodder from time to time; however, they 
are never made them feel that they are part of the CF itself 
and have equal rights as elite group posses. 

In Nawalparasi, the status of socially excluded group was 
better in terms of having access to forest products and their 
rights in the CFUGs as compared to Baglung and Lalitpur. 
According to the household survey and FGD, SEGs in 
Sundari CFUG were found to be aware about their rights and 
duties. The reason behind this fact was that Sundari CFUG 
has been allocating NRs 60,000/year for construction of 
houses and providing to the poor families in the community. 
Similarly, in Dhuseri, Jyoti-kunja, Amar, Mukundasen, and 
Sankhadev-hasaura CFUGs, the higher amount of income 
earned from CF was invested for CF management as well as 
for community development activities. These provisions 
encouraged poor and SEGs to take part in meeting and 
seminar that are designed to promote knowledge about 
fundamental and legal rights of the CFs. 

3.4. Election of Executive Committee and Distribution of 
Fund 

According to the household respondents, election for ex-
ecutive committee members in CFUGs was recently estab-
lished phenomenon. Although election is considered as one 
of the important instrument of democracy and good gov-
ernance for giving equal opportunity to the communities 
irrespective of their social status, only 8 CFUGs out of 58 
CFUGs elected their executive members through election 
(Table 7). In most of the cases, power domination and sen-
iority played important role in choosing executive committee 
in the CFUGs. Apart from these, friendly nature, previous 
record, and availability of time are also considered as im-
portant criteria for electing executive members. 

Table 7.  Practice of leadership selection in the 58 CFUGs 

Selection process CFUGs % 

Election 8 13.79 

Nomination by consensus 27 46.55 

Continuing the earlier one without 

raising issue 
23 39.65 

Total 58 100 

Generation of income from forest products is one of the 
important activities of CFUGs in Nepal. The research find-
ings revealed that less than 10% of the respondents were 
known about the total income of CFUG and its utilization. 
Majority of the poor, women, Dalits and marginalized 
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communities were unaware about the financial structure of 
the CFUGs. For example, some of the CFUGs in Nawal-
parasi were earning more than NRs 30,00,000/year, however, 
poor and marginalized users do not know about the total fund 
of the CFUGs and its mobilization.  

In addition, household respondents were asked whether 
the fund is used properly for the community development, 
particularly improving the livelihood of the poor, forest 
dependent to meet their basic requirements. Table 8 depicts 
the responses of the household about the CFUG fund. Ac-
cording to the household interview, only 23% respondents 
thought that CFUG decisions and funds are being used for 
the wellbeing of the poor, disadvantaged women, and SEGs. 
Whereas, large portion of respondents remained unaware 
about the total income and mobilization of funds for im-
proving the livelihood of the poor and marginalized groups. 
Therefore, whether the CFUG income are only for the 
benefits of elite and middle class users or for improving the 
livelihood of forest dependent groups including poor, 
women, and Dalits is questionable. 

Table 8.  Use of CFUGs funds and decision for the benefits of poor and 
SEGs 

Response of the informants No of respondents Percentage (%) 

Yes 89 23.17 
No 140 36.45 

No idea 155 40.36 
Total 384 100 

4. Discussion 
Nepal’s CF program is recognized as pioneer in being 

more responsible, accountable, transparent, decentralization 
and devolution of power and authority, pursuant of partici-
patory decision-making, equitable representation and user 
balance[13,17,24,25]. Several case studies revealed that the 
CF program has been successful in restoring degraded land 
improving the forest conditions[1,10,13,15,16,21,26]. Apart 
from environmental services, conservation of biological 
diversity is another important dimension of environmental 
sustainability of the CF[1]. Improved forest conditions 
maintains the forest sustainability thereby providing forest 
products to the local people which in turn is expected to 
improve their livelihoods[1,12,16]. However, the research 
findings indicated that the ability of CF to improve the live-
lihood of the poor and marginalized groups remained ques-
tionable. 

The research finding revealed that the interest and ex-
pectation of the poor and SEGs to be involved in CF has not 
been taken into consideration by the elite group. It was ob-
served that local elites are benefiting most because they hold 
the powerful positions in the executive committees and can 
manipulate the decisions in their own favour, ignoring the 
agendas of the dalits, SEGs, poor and marginalized people in 
the society. In most of the studied CFUGs, executive mem-

bers were selected without having election. Moreover, the 
constitution of the CFUGs do not account for the importance 
of heterogeneity in terms of caste, class (poor, rich, medium), 
and culture both in benefit-sharing and forming executive 
committees. Thus, due to lack of concrete provision, the 
decision-making platform is dominated by the higher caste 
and wealthier people. 

Moreover, the research findings unveiled that the present 
protection oriented approach of forest management adopted 
by the FUGs is unable to improve the livelihoods of the poor 
mainly due to low income and limited supply of forest 
products from the CFs. Most of the studied CFs were unable 
to meet the users’ needs, and also the products extraction and 
distribution systems are generally against the interest and 
needs of the poor and marginalized groups. There is a limited 
flow of information to the poor, Dalits, and SEGs particu-
larly about income and expenses of the CFUG. Most of the 
poor users remained unaware about the total income and 
expenditure of the CFUGs as well as sources of fund. Since 
key positions were dominated by the elite and wealthier 
people, the decisions pertaining to the CFUGs are likely to 
go in favour of non-poor. The research findings indicated the 
necessity of revising the present protection-oriented ap-
proach of forest management thereby focusing on recogni-
tion of the roles and responsibilities of poor, Dalits, disad-
vantaged women, and SEGs in CBNRM. Therefore, Nepal’s 
CF program needs to engage directly with social change, 
bringing the poor and Dalits at the forefront of deci-
sion-making and need to mainstreaming them in develop-
mental programs. 

5. Conclusions 
Nepal’s CF has faced mounting challenges, limitations, 

and shortcoming, specifically in implementation of devel-
opment programmes. The findings of this study showed that 
Dalits, SEGs, poor and marginalized groups are benefitting 
less, and often excluded from the access of CF. Poor, Dalits, 
and SEGs were mainly excluded due to socio-cultural, eco-
nomic and institutional factors at the community level. 
Moreover, the issue of access to the CPRs is associated with 
power. Due to inequitable benefit-sharing and power domi-
nation, the livelihood of the forest dependent people couldn’t 
improve as expected. The research findings revealed that 
more attention needs to be paid in making FUGs more eq-
uitable, inclusive and pro-poor in practice. Another notable 
challenge in Nepal’s CF is to make collective deci-
sion-making more transparent and participatory as current 
CFUGs are dominated by elite capture. Therefore, without 
understanding the context and properly addressing issue 
beyond the forestry, the national campaign of poverty alle-
viation through the sustainable utilization of forest products 
cannot be achieved. 
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