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Editorial
In this issue of Common Voices, we focus on forest commons. Drawing on the immense literature on forest resources worldwide,
we bring you a series of articles and contributed perspectives that address governance and management concerns in the
developing world. We begin with a brief introduction on forest commons - their distribution and extent, recent shifts towards
decentralisation as well as other patterns, trends and challenges that are involved in the theoretical and practical aspects related
to forest use and management.
To illustrate the growing trends of environmentality and decentralisation, we follow the work of Arun Agrawal in South Asia.
In addition to his contributions to theoretical research on the commons, Agrawal’s work combines insights from detailed
field-studies in the Kumaon and Nepal Himalaya with that of analyses of a large number of datasets compiled from different
countries. In an invited perspective on one of the most hotly debated trends, Jesse Ribot weighs the potential pitfalls and benefits
of global programmes such as REDD (Reduced Emissions from Degradation and Deforestation) which have been put forth as
mechanisms to conserve forests and carbon. In a thought provoking article, Ribot outlines the complexity of such programmes
particularly when it comes to issues such as community ownership, participation and access, and calls for clear standards for
democratic representation of local people. On a similar vein, Ashish Kothari and Neema Pathak Broome contrast India’s
policies on community-based forest governance with that of commercial, industrial and economic use of forest commons. They
point out how the latter often take precedence overriding the interests of forest-dependent people. Neema Pathak Broome
comments further on policy frameworks that are being discussed across various international fora with respect to indigenous
and community-conserved areas. To illustrate some of the aspects of governance of forest commons, we summarise a sampling
of case studies that examine the outcomes of various institutional arrangements and the factors that determine their efficacy.
Recent work on forest governance has also brought out interesting perspectives such as the role of gender. With permission
from the Women’s Feature Service, we reprint an interview with Bina Agarwal regarding the representation of women in forestry
institutions and governance. An economist by training, Agarwal bridges disciplinary gaps to address a range of issues that
she deals with in her new book, Gender and Green Governance. We also comment on recent economic perspectives such as
valuation and natural resource accounting. A case study of natural resource accounting in the revegetation of degraded land in
Gujarat is summarised as an example.
We hope you enjoy reading this issue and welcome feedback and comments!

Editors

© Ashish Kothari
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An Introduction to Forest Commons

© Ashish Kothari

F

orests, which are of immense significance in sustaining life on earth cover close to 30% of the
planet’s terrestrial area. The use of forests are not restricted to their immediate relevance to human
communities for food, fuel and fodder, but also in terms of the multiple benefits they provide as
centres of biological diversity and stability, as reservoirs of organic carbon and as regulators of climate.
commons across 30 countries (together contributing at least
80% of global forest cover), it has been found that in the
developed countries of the world community administered
forests encompass approximately 20 million hectares,
whereas in the developing world, nearly 145 million hectares
are communally administered and an additional 180 million
hectares are owned by communities and indigenous groups.
This approximation is most definitely an understatement as it
is known to commons researchers that informal community
management occurs along a significant scale in a number
of countries where official records report otherwise. This is
particularly true for many African and some Asian countries.
In India, the extent of common pool resources in land have
been estimated to be approximately 70 million hectares, of
which over 25 million hectares is open to varying degrees of
access by local communities.

Their utilisation by human communities has however resulted
in drastic declines in the area and quality of forests. While
this impacts future resource use in terms of goods for human
consumption, the destruction of large swathes of forests also
has exacerbating impacts on current threats such as global
warming and climate change. To counteract these forces, in
most countries the response by governments has been to take
over the ownership and management of forests. There are
however, numerous instances where human communities have
traditionally used and managed forest resources successfully
over the long-term and continue to do so despite currently
operational threats. Many of these forests are communally
owned and communities utilise them on the basis of traditional
rules and management systems, which have evolved over the
years and continue to evolve with changing scenarios.
The distribution of forest commons
Forest commons are distributed across continents but
are predominant in the developing world in Asia, Africa
and Latin America. While government agencies govern
nearly 82% of the world’s forests, private and community/
indigenous management accounts for approximately 12%
and 9% respectively. However, in the developing world,
communal and indigenous management exceeds 14%. In
terms of actual area, on estimating the presence of forest

A shift to decentralisation
In much of the developing world, shifts in policy and legislation
are towards decentralisation, and has resulted in more areas
coming under communal management. This is largely due
to the realisation by national and regional governments
that local users can indeed govern their resources effectively
when given the chance to do so. More than handing over
community ownership and tenure formally, governments
5

have initiated numerous co-governance and co-management
arrangements whereby communities work along with
government representatives in the management of common
forests. These developments have resulted in the creation
of new and more inclusive rural institutions that are geared
towards administering forests on the basis of collective
action and enforcement. In many cases governments work
with civil society groups or donor agencies in bringing about
this transition in governance. In recent years, south Asia has
witnessed a number of initiatives promoting community
management of forests. Examples of these include Joint Forest
Management (JFM), Watershed Development Guidelines
and Eco-development in India, Village Common Forest
(VCF) Management in Bangaldesh, Community Forestry and
Leasehold Forestry in Nepal.

remain significant as steps in the right direction, particularly
in their role as influential starting points in decentralisation.
The criticisms of programmes such as JFM include their lack
of attempts to adapt their efforts with those of pre-existing
institutions and regional structures of forest governance. In
many parts of India, pre-existing institutions remain (e.g., Van
Panchayats in Uttaranchal, communal tenures in northeast
India) which can be adapted to govern the use of forests. In
recent years however, legislation such as the Forest Rights Act
2006 has been proposed to re-distribute control over forest
resources in favour of marginalised, forest-dependent people.
This Act also aims to empower village-based institutions to
protect and sustainably manage community forests in such
a way that forest conservation goals as well as livelihood
requirements are met.

Forest commons in India
In the Indian context, forest-based commons are characterised
by limited rights for certain communities to access resources
from reserved forests, rights as specified in protected and
unclassed forests, rights to utilise panchayat and village
forests, and those that are based on newer reforms and
legislations that pertain to inclusive reform such as joint
forest management. The nature of forest concessions include
those to graze cattle and to remove fodder, to extract resources
such as fuelwood, timber and non-timber forest products.
These rights and concessions vary from region to region and
in most parts of India, local communities enjoy extensive
and legal rights of access to only few specific categories
of land such as village forests, pasture and grazing lands.
When it comes to timber, the nature of rights are extremely
variable from state to state. In Andhra Pradesh, only tribal
communities are allowed free removal of wood for domestic
and agricultural purposes, even from reserve forests. Most
states including Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh arrange for the supply of a limited amount of timber
at concessional rates for rural housing and agriculture. On
the other hand, states such as Himachal Pradesh are lenient
when it comes to timber for housing, providing concessions
and rights at nominal rates for all categories of people. As
is the case with developing countries, in India too, the rural
poor and the landless benefit the most from access to forest
commons. Many marginal groups and tribal communities have
traditionally depended on forests to extract food, medicines,
fodder, building materials and a variety of other products. This
extensive historical dependency has been documented, but
under new forms of governance particularly colonial forestry
and post-independence governance, these communities have
been the first to lose access and rights.

Patterns, trends and challenges
Research and practice on forest commons has revealed
a range of complexities and issues that deserve special
attention. As the rules governing the use of these commons
vary from region to region, so does the need to manage and
maintain these spaces sustainably in the future. On account
of forests being among the first common lands to receive
extensive attention, a large amount of information and data
exists in terms of their distribution, rules of use and future
prospects. For commons scholars, this extensive literature
has also facilitated reviews and analyses of patterns and
empirical understanding of drivers across a large number of
studies. Among the most significant of these results is the
understanding of the extensive services that the commons
provide in sustaining the livelihoods of poor and marginalised
rural people and indigenous communities. An evaluation of
the benefits that forests provide to these communities has
led to a more nuanced understanding of the value of forests
themselves. Once regarded as mere sources for timber and
fuel, valuation studies from forest commons have revealed an
extensive range of products and ecosystem services that are
sustained by forests. The fact that forest commons provide
livelihood support to a large proportion of forest-dependent
communities has also led to a world-wide trend in favour of
decentralisation and a shift in relevant policy instruments.
Many governments are in the process of designing and
developing programmes of management that involve a
transfer of power and responsibilities to local communities.
Studies of currently operational decentralised initiatives
and programmes across forest commons have also led to the
identification of key factors and institutional arrangements
that impact the success of such efforts. Prominent drivers that
have been singled out include local enforcement and tenure.
Recent challenges in governing the commons include dealing
with a number of non-local, transboundary issues such as
climate change, pollution, large-scale deforestation, etc.
Local efforts at dealing with these global scale issues would
also involve the design and implementation of initiatives
that link the management of the commons with climate
change mitigation and carbon sequestration initiatives such
as payments for ecosystem services and Reduced Emissions
from Deforestation and Forest Degradation (REDD).

Since the colonial period, the dominant conservation
paradigm in India has been one of exclusion or ‘fortress
conservation’ where preservation of forests was achieved by
excluding people to the extent possible. In many parts of India,
communities who enjoyed customary rights and privileges
in common forests suddenly found themselves excluded or
considered as mere permit holders or even trespassers whose
entry into forests depended on the whim of administrative
powers. Inclusive programmes such as JFM which have been
introduced later as government-mediated decentralisation
have also enjoyed indifferent success. However, they still
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I

n our continuing efforts to familiarise readers with the work of leading scholars
who have contributed to research on the commons, we review the contributions of

Arun Agrawal

When we examine the literature on forest commons in south
Asia, Agrawal’s work stands out for a variety of reasons.
Among them is the dual focus on clear regional appraisals
based on on-the-ground work, reviews of existing studies
to identify patterns, causal variables and processes relating
to forest governance, and conceptual advancement based
on the combination of empirical and synthesising studies.
These studies deviate from conventional assessments of
the commons that are typically case study oriented, and
instead attempt to identify patterns across a large number
of studies, incorporating rigorous statistical analyses. We
elaborate on some of Agrawal’s key contributions that have
made an impact on research on the commons.

forest officials and in determining joint, reasonable courses
of action. These results are of particular relevance to much of
south Asia and the developing world where although forest
use by communities has been commonplace for centuries,
there are very few instances where current regulatory
designs and activities incorporate mutual interests.
In a more recent review of the relationship between
enforcement at the local level and forest commons in nine
countries, Chhatre & Agrawal (2008) report a complex
positive relationship between enforcement and regeneration
of forests. One of the interesting results from this review
also relates to the commercial value of forests. For forests
with high commercial value, regeneration increased with
higher levels of successful local enforcement, proving that
incorporating the interests of local communities and gaining
their willing participation in enforcing forest-related rules is
key to successful governance of the commons.

The making of environmental subjects
Some of the most interesting work carried out by Agrawal
pertains to the making of environmental subjects.
Although it is commonplace for researchers to focus on the
pioneering contributions of the leaders of environmental
movements, few have examined how common rural folk
change their attitudes in favour of the environment. Since
changes in perceptions begin at the scale of the individual,
Agrawal approaches this issue by repeated interviews with
individuals over a period of time. In his analysis of the shift
in people’s perceptions and attitudes, Agrawal points out
how regulatory strategies associated with and resulting
from community decision-making help transform those who
participate in government. His study focuses on rural, forestdependent communities in the Kumaon Himalaya, traces
the evolution of restrictive rules for forest use under the
colonial Forest Department, and the eventual formation of
formal village-based forest councils that govern local forest
use. For the large part, the formation of these agencies was
accompanied by a shift in Kumaoni people’s perceptions and
attitudes towards forests. Representing both the instrument
of environment-related regulatory authority as well as the
villagers’ interests in forest utilisation, these entities seem
to be a satisfactory midway solution for both the villagers as
well as the Forest Department, framing reasonable resource
use guidelines and regulations. Villagers active within
regulatory roles were confident that although people may be
coerced into following rules in the short term, they would
soon see the utility of collective management and ownership
of forests. An analysis of archival material during this period
also suggests a shift towards judicious use of forest products,
a willingness to abide by forest use rules and a desire to help
the state authorities in protecting trees.

Decentralisation and participation in Nepal’s terai
On a similar note, Agrawal & Gupta (2005) assess the role
of decentralisation and participation in the governance
of common pool resources in Nepal’s terai landscape.
Decentralisation exercises (examples of which include Joint
Forest Management in India and Community Forestry in
Nepal) have emerged in recent years as important components
of environmental and development policy. In the context
of the commons, the role of decentralisation has been to
make decision-making more inclusive at the local level and
to facilitate the sustainable management of common pool
resources. However, in the light of such a widespread shift
in policy in favour of decentralisation in many developing
countries, Agrawal & Gupta (2005) call for an assessment of
effectiveness of such government-sponsored initiatives. For
south Asia in particular, the authors also explain the need
for a closer look at decentralisation as there are numerous
societies where disparities in power, income, wealth, social
status and a variety of other factors could lead to differential
participation, access to benefits and the eventual success of
programmes.
In their study of factors influencing participation in
common property resource settings under the Parks and
People’s Programme initiated in 1994 in Nepal’s terai region,
Agrawal & Gupta (2005) test four hypotheses: that ‘the
likelihood of participation in government sponsored local
user groups is greater for households who enjoy a greater
level of economic wellbeing; who belong to the upper caste
and have a higher level of education; who use more resources
from protected areas, and who have more interactions with
government officials’. On the basis of statistical analyses,
they demonstrate that participation in these user groups
is indeed greater for households that are ranked higher

In this context, Agrawal also contrasts the early colonial
situation where the state attempted centralised exclusionary
forest management with the innovative role played by a
new, ‘intimate’ government, particularly the forest councils,
which succeeded in bringing together communities and
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economically and socially and also for individuals who
have access to and visit government offices related to such
initiatives. Wealthier, upper caste households with higher
land ownership and income are likely to benefit more in
terms of participation. They find a negative relationship
between education levels and participation, and weak,
non-significant relationships between education and
economic variables. These results go a long way to improve
our understanding of how participatory programmes
function, who they benefit and how they fare compared to
decentralisation initiatives elsewhere. More importantly,
they play a critical part in identifying gaps and lay the
basis for designing further improvements in structures and
policy.

from user groups, enforcement authorities and investigators
and validated with forest plot data.
The study found that higher elevation conifer forests which
were typically situated on north facing slopes were in better
condition due to reasons such as poor accessibility and
usefulness as opposed to low and mid-elevation broadleaved
forests (especially oaks) which were more accessible and
in demand as fodder. In contrast to results from existing
literature, this study reports on the presence of healthier
forests closer to village markets. The authors speculate that
this could be due to the presence of government influence
and vigilance. The presence of tree crops, especially fruit
trees had a negative impact as this form of village agriculture
resulted in greater extraction of wood for fruit packaging
boxes. Among economic variables that were considered
in the analysis, the variable utility measuring overall
subsistence benefits to villagers had a positive relationship
to forest condition indicating that villagers are more likely
to protect forests which they see as beneficial. However, in
the case of coniferous, timber-yielding species, economic
benefits are significant and the condition of such forests was
poor. Demographic variables which included human and
cattle population related statistics were significantly related
to forest condition. Greater rates of population change had
a negative impact on forest condition. A plausible reason
for this could be the inability of users to keep pace with this
change by modifying existing forest use and management
practices. Once variation in other factors was taken into
account, there was no discernible relationship between the
area of a forest patch and its condition.

Forest governance in Himachal Pradesh
Much of the literature on causal variables in forest
governance is dominated by a case study (or comparative
case study) approach. Although these studies are of extreme
significance in understanding detailed, in-depth knowledge
about processes operating at a particular place or context
(and in addressing the directionality of these processes in
that specific situation), their effectiveness declines when
it comes to assessing the relative importance of multiple
causal factors and processes across a large number of studies.
Statistical analyses, especially those utilising multivariate
techniques such as regression models, can better help assess
the magnitude and relative importance of a large number of
causal factors. But even when scholars of forest commons
have undertaken quantitative or statistical work, their
studies have often remained centered on a single country.
Agrawal, with his colleagues, has undertaken both single
country and multi-country studies of local management
and governance of forest commons.

In the above study, forest condition was also significantly
correlated with institutional and governance related
variables such as hiring of guards for protecting forests,
comanagement, fines, etc. However, an interesting result
was the negative correlation between the presence of
guards, fines and comanagement with forest condition.
A probable explanation is that villagers are likely to hire
guards and impose fines to improve the condition of forests
that are overexploited. Knowledge of the region also comes
in handy when explaining the negative association with
forests that communities managed along with government
representation. Based on their experience with forest
condition in the region, the authors propose three potential
explanations. Firstly, the presence of powerful external
actors such as government officials may hinder the adoption
of locally developed governance mechanisms that may be
most suited to local conditions. Second, comanagement
sometimes results in the inflow of large amounts of funds
whose expenditure may again be decided by officials. The
third explanation is that in the early eighties, there was a
reluctance from the bureaucracy to part with forests that
were in good condition and communities were allotted
lands that were already degraded. Among socio-political
variables, higher levels of village conflict resulted in poor
forests; landlessness had a positive relationship with forest
condition. The inclusion of women in management (even
in villages where gender conflict was recorded) resulted in
forests that were better managed.

In a review of 95 case studies pertaining to decentralised,
community-based forest governance in Himachal Pradesh,
Agrawal, along with his co-author Ashwini Chhatre uses
a combination of approaches to explore the magnitude,
relative contribution and direction of influence of casual
variables in determining forest condition, which is
the dependent variable. This study succeeds in piecing
together the whole picture by combining the strengths
of the conventional case study approach typical in the
social sciences with that of context-sensitive, multivariate
statistical analyses incorporating a large number of local
level datasets to identify causal influences. Variables were
classified according to five broad categories of potential
causal influences (biophysical, demographic, economic,
institutional and socio-political) identified from literature
as being important in determining resource governance
outcomes and common property management. Agrawal &
Chhatre (2006) also stress the importance of biophysical
variables in explaining the variations in forest condition. The
significance of this finding is especially high for commons
research as numerous scholars have explicitly related
high levels of variation in biophysical factors and greater
resource flows with pressures of use, self-organisation and
cooperation between users. Forest condition was measured
as a proxy index based on the responses by representatives
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Agrawal & Chhatre (2006) point to three important issues.
The first is the importance of biophysical variables which
helps in generating a precise and valuable gauge of the power
and limits of the causal factors and the extent to which policy
interventions can influence them. A second important result
is that institutional variables have a greater influence on
forest condition than demographic variables in the Himachal
context. Finally, the results of this study also underscore
the importance of variables relating to gender. Although
women’s participation in forest governance is often riddled
with conflict, the ultimate result has been positive in terms of
better management of forests.

careful analysis of the patterns, relationships, and drivers of
multiple outcomes in the context of work on the commons.
Apart from examining the relationship between carbon and
livelihoods, Agrawal and his colleagues are also assessing how
governance arrangements simultaneously affect livelihoods,
biodiversity, equity, and carbon storage in well versus
badly managed forest commons. Particularly important in
this regard is the work of the IFRI (International Forestry
Resources and Institutions) research network that Agrawal
coordinates and which was founded by Elinor Ostrom (www.
umich.edu/~ifri).
Research on forest commons in south Asia has benefited
much from these studies. Agrawal’s research has helped
lay the foundations to enhance the understanding of
decentralisation of governance (Agrawal & Ostrom 2001;
Agrawal & Ribot 2001), the role of unequal and heterogeneous
relationships among community members (Agrawal & Gibson
1999), the role of local level enforcement (Agrawal & Yadama
1997; Agrawal & Chhatre 2006; Chhatre & Agrawal 2008),
how the environmental subjectivity of local resource users
and managers changes (Agrawal 2005), and the analysis of
multiple benefits from forests (Chhatre & Agrawal 2009).
He also shows how a combination of approaches can result
in improved understanding of the commons (Agrawal 2005;
Agrawal & Chhatre 2006).

Theoretical contributions to scholarship on the commons
Agrawal’s more recent work has also been central to the
development of the scholarship on common property
particularly in relation to the identification of institutional
factors that lead to sustainable use of common resources.
Agrawal (2007) reviews some of the significant aspects relating
to forests and common property theory both in terms of the
theoretical issues as well as those relating to practice. With
respect to adaptive governance in forest-based commons and
institutional governance, four key contexts with numerous
variables nested within them have been identified. These
include characteristics of the resource system, characteristics
of users, characteristics of institutional arrangements and
nature of the external environment. This review also points
out current gaps in knowledge with respect to data about
forest-based commons, theories related to governance and
methodologies adopted in commons research. Agrawal
(2007) also points out that despite the fact that extensive
areas are managed commonly the world over, there is a lack of
representation of commons perspectives in global assessments
(such as that of the Food and Agriculture Organisation) and
in literature related to poverty and development.
Analyses on the commons have seldom incorporated
contemporary issues such as carbon sequestration, avoided
deforestation and the role of initiatives such as Reduced
Emissions from Deforestation and Forest Degradation
(REDD). Chhatre & Agrawal (2009) explore the trade-offs and
synergies between livelihood generation and carbon storage
in forest commons. In a study that analyses data from over
80 forest commons from 10 countries in Asia, Africa and
Latin America, the authors show that both carbon storage as
well as livelihood benefits are associated with larger forests
and greater rule-making autonomy. Communities that have
ownership over forests facilitate carbon storage as they
preserve them better. The authors conclude that transfer of
land to communities with carefully designed payments for
carbon storage and other ecosystem services could eventually
contribute to climate change mitigation.
The above study, and new work in progress by Agrawal and
his colleagues such as Ashwini Chhatre and Lauren Persha
is focusing in particular on multiple outcomes from forest
commons. Although it is broadly recognised that forests
provide many kinds of benefits to those who depend on them,
and terms such as trade-offs and synergies are popular in the
commons and ecosystem services literature, there is little
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Seeing REDD for Local Democracy
A Call for Democracy Standards

I

n this invited essay, Jesse Ribot, Associate Professor at the Beckman Institute, Urbana, Illlinois, USA,
debates REDD interventions and the importance of local democracy

Red

Jesse Ribot

uced Emissions from Deforestation
and Forest Degradation, REDD+1, is
a global programme for disbursing
funds, primarily to pay national
governments in developing countries to reduce forest carbon
emissions (UN-REDD 2009: 4)2. The framers of REDD
(including REDD+) acknowledge that REDD+ risks “decoupling
conservation from development,” enabling “powerful REDD
consortia to deprive communities of their legitimate landdevelopment aspirations,” undermining “hard-fought gains in
forest management practices,” and eroding “culturally rooted
not-for-profit conservation values” (FAO et al. 2008: 4-5)3.
They balance these risks with the observation that: “…on the
other hand, REDD programmes have the potential to achieve
significant sustainable development benefits for millions of
people worldwide and to sustain essential ecosystem services...
help ensure sustained supplies of timber and non-timber
forest products and help sustain or improve livelihoods and
food security for local communities. Further, a premium may
be negotiable for emission reductions that generate additional
benefits. However, it is also possible that REDD benefits in
some circumstances may have to be traded off against other
social, economic or environmental benefits.” They go on to call
for care in taking local place-based complexities into account
when designing REDD interventions (FAO et al. 2008: 4-5).

Painting by More Gueye, Senegal

Will this ‘premium’ be significant? Won’t it be competed down
to nothing, as is the tendency in any competitive market (see
any economics 101 class)? Further, Dove (1993) and others
have shown, profits from forests and the forests themselves
are captured by powerful groups when their value mounts,
when there is a premium. What does it mean that ‘REDD
benefits in some circumstances may have to be traded off’?
Who is doing the trading? And what about the more likely
converse alternative: that local needs will, in fact, be traded
off for REDD benefits? These trade-offs involve people’s lives
and histories at the edge of the ‘legal’ world. How will they
be protected? How will REDD proponents, in the place-based
realities that these real people inhabit, ensure that trade-offs
are just—especially as REDD+ is being dictated by national
agendas? How will REDD strategies take their needs and
aspirations into account?

One Norwegian Government report (Angelsen et al. 2009)
proposes that ‘recognition of the following principles could
promote participation: Definition of rights to lands, territories,
and resources, including ecosystem services; Representation
in REDD decision making, both internationally and nationally,
including access to dispute resolution mechanisms; and
Integration of REDD into long-term development processes.’
These principles are excellent. Their application has been
tried many times. The results, however, have been less than
stellar (Lemos & Agrawal 2006; Tacconi et al. 2006; Lund et
al. 2009; Larson et al. 2010; Ribot et al. 2010). The forestry
and conservation institutions that are asked to apply them
resist following such principles (Ribot & Oyono 2005). The
complexity of an illegible context (a la Scott 1998) also makes
implementation very difficult.

The plus sign indicates inclusion of forest restoration, rehabilitation, sustainable management and/or afforestation and reforestation.

1

This essay is not addressing the fundamental irony of REDD: climate change is global problem that was not created by those REDD calls to help
mitigate it. REDD is designed to sequester carbon, and all else is ancillary. Past ancillary promises to people displaced by dams, mines, national parks,
and other projects have never been kept. REDD+ will have to work hard for its ancillary discourses to ever be believable. I do not yet believe them.

2

For further discussion of risks, see Chhatre & Agrawal 2009 and Phelps et al. 2010.

3

We use the term community here to mean local populations. ttp://www.conservation.org/learn/culture/Pages/overview.aspx, accessed 4 Nov 2009.
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Local forest ownership and community participation in forest
management are increasing (White & Martin 2002; Larson et
al. 2010)4. Nevertheless, forest-based communities still live in a
disabling environment of policy and practice that overrides some
of the reported positive effects of increased ‘participation’ and
ownership—and we must recognise that participation itself is
often a disabling instrument of bureaucratic control (Blakeley
2010). Forestry and broader regulatory policies, while espousing
new local rights, continue to favor urban-based and local elite
access to forest resources or lucrative opportunities at the
expense of local smallholders and the poor (Larson & Ribot 2007).
Patterns of partial or biased (‘less legal’) policy implementation
also systematically disadvantage local populations. This policybacked marginalisation is deepened even by so-called ‘neutral’
or seemingly ‘fair’ policies, because of unequal access to capital,
labor and credit, rooted in class, gender, identity and social
relations (Baviskar 2001; Ribot & Peluso 2003; Larson et al.
2006; Bandiaky 2007). Efforts to increase the rural poor’s
benefits from forests cannot rely on ‘neutral’ policies or mere
consultative ‘participation’ if they are to enable local producers
to access forest resources, forestry markets and the profits of this
lucrative sector. REDD+ must do better than the past 30 years of
effort to increase local profit and enfranchise forest people.
Many environmental groups are experimenting with community
inclusion in forest management and in the benefits from the
surrounding resources. Much of the emphasis of development
agencies on local inclusion in forest benefits, however, has been
on the indirect route of decreasing illegality (in production and
tax/fee evasion) to increase state revenues and thus government
spending, rather than on increasing direct commercial and
subsistence benefits from forests to communities (Colchester
et al. 2006). Neither approach has begun to remove the deep
asymmetries that enable outsiders to profit while excluding
poorer local people (see Ribot & Oyono 2005). Vast profits are
still extracted through many commercial forest activities, yet
little remains local (Blaikie 1985; Peluso 1992; Dasgupta 1993;
Ribot 1998, 2006). How will REDD+ build on or depart from
current efforts that privilege conservation or economic profit
over the human costs? How will REDD+ create means by which
the trade-offs will systematically favor voice over profit, local
needs and ways of being over bureaucratisation and domination
by all-knowing forest services?
It is not enough to tweak or enforce existing ‘rights’—especially
since the good rights (those worth having) are usually held by
the well off. Rights to markets and lucrative resources cannot
continue to be reserved for the rich while the poor are relegated
to labor opportunities and usufruct rights (Dove 1993). Positive
change will require a radical rethinking, indeed dismantling, of
forestry regulation and management in addition to establishing
and strengthening substantive rights and representation of
forest-based people. Many indicators and standards for forest
governance under REDD+ call for participation or benefit
retention for local people (Fripp 2003; Kishor & Rosenbaum
2003; CCBA 2008; IUCN 2008). None call for local democratic
decision-making on core matters. The existing standards are not
enough. Participation and alms do not constitute democracy or
enfranchisement. For REDD+ to be an instrument of justice (as
well as conservation) it must be affirmative—including material
and representational ‘participatory parity’ as its yardstick
15
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a film about exploited forest workers in Senegal
(see doublebladedaxe.com)

(Fraser 2008). If REDD only attempts neutrality it will deepen
inequalities. To become a positive force for forest dependent
populations, REDD must be guided by (and monitored
through) clear standards for 1) democratic representation
of local populations in all REDD decisions (meaning the
discretionary power to make significant and meaningful
choices), and 2) access to benefits (meaning local control over
access to markets and forest resources). With great foresight,
the Center for International Forestry Research (CIFOR)
and others are calling for REDD+ to address effectiveness,
efficiency, equity and co-benefits—what they call the three
E’s + (3Es+) (Angelsen 2009). Now, they just need to add the
4th and 5th Es, enfranchisement and emancipation. That will
put a real + on REDD.
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Governing Forest Commons—Case Studies

I

n this article we sample case studies from India and other parts of the world that examine the outcomes of various
governance institutions on forest commons and factors that determine the efficacy of these institutions. While
the focus and research questions of each of the case studies vary according to contexts of the study sites and
the objectives of research, the findings from the studies reiterate the need for developing governance structures that
are participatory, inclusive and conducive to self-sustenance. The results of these studies highlight the successes and
failures of existing institutions, their limitations, potential for improvement and wider application.
Forest commons and local enforcement
Local enforcement of regulations to sustainably manage
forest commons has been recognised to be a critical factor
in ensuring the effectiveness of a governing system. Chhatre
& Agrawal (2008) summarise their findings on the influence
of local enforcement on changes in the condition of forest
commons from data collected over 15 years in 152 cases
from nine countries around the world. The study considers
four factors that are established as important in influencing
sustainable governance of forest commons in conjunction
with the influence of local enforcement, and include: size
of forests, collective improvement action, user group size,
and dependence on forest (subsistence or commercial use).
The results of the analysis show that while the four factors
individually influence outcome, the level of enforcement
plays a significant role in moderating the influence of these
factors on changes in the condition of forests. For example,
forests that supply higher levels of firewood and have high
levels of enforcement are found to have a more than 60%
probability of regeneration compared to less than 20%
for forests with similar firewood extraction but no local
enforcement. In addition to highlighting local enforcement as
a key determinant in sustaining forest commons, the overall
results of the study point to the importance of examining the
influence of enforcement simultaneously with other variables,
whether such studies are carried out on a local, regional or a
global scale.

with existing practices of management including how an
institution deals with social conflict, infraction of rules,
adoption of technology to reduce pressure on resources and
the involvement of community members in management.
The study region provides a range of contexts within which
to analyse the influence of these factors, as there is evidence
of large scale reforestation in some areas, and degradation
in others, varied biophysical and ecological contexts and
diverse tenure arrangements. Strong parallels are seen
between this study and Chhatre & Agrawal’s (2008) study
(described above), and a closer examination reveals factors
that influence outcomes on local scales (Nagendra 2007)
and on a larger regional or global scale (Chhatre & Agrawal
2008). The study finds that instances where community
involvement in decision-making and management is high,
the successes of regeneration are greater. An important
concern that Nagendra raises in her discussion of the results
is that although successful regeneration has been attributed
to community interventions and management practices, the
rapid expansion of the programme accompanied by a topdown approach in its implementation might not be beneficial
to the forest ecosystem or communities in question in the
long term.
Developing
a
more
comprehensive
understanding of the range of proximate and
underlying factors that can help promote
reforestation in human-dominated forests is
essential if we are to develop useful policy
interventions
– Nagendra 2007

© Meera Anna Oommen

Understanding enforcement is [] an important
element in advancing the frontiers of the
sciences of sustainability. Building on the
knowledge that forest commons are complex
social-ecological systems, it is imperative
that the role of enforcement be investigated
in combination with other factors, taking
into account the complexities of potential
relationships
– Chhatre & Agrawal 2008

Decentralisation for cost-effective conservation
Somanathan et al.’s (2009) study in the central Himalaya
measures the effects of devolution of control of forests to
village councils on forest conservation and its cost. It focuses
on the effectiveness of state management versus village
council-management in preventing forest degradation—from
the cutting of wood, fires, grazing and other detrimental
anthropogenic influences. The study finds that village councilmanagement costs less and at best does no worse than state
management. State forest management is found to cost at
least seven times more per hectare compared with village
council-management of forests. It also presents evidence
that state forest lands which had more tree cover to begin
with are no less degraded than village council administered
forests, pointing to the effectiveness of council management
of relatively less productive land.

Drivers of reforestation in human-dominated landscapes
Harini Nagendra’s (2007) study draws from case studies in
the middle hills of the Himalayas and terai plains of Nepal to
examine the factors that are associated with forest clearing
(degradation) and regeneration, and identifies tenure regimes
and local monitoring of forest re-growth as central and
important indicators of determining changes. The study also
identifies user group size to be an independently important
variable. The study analyses these factors in conjunction
17

Somanathan et al.’s (2009) study is of particular relevance
to developing countries where resource allocation towards
conservation activities often loses out to development
opportunities, placing not only the ecosystem in question
in jeopardy but also the livelihoods of those who depend
on these resources. Quantifying cost benefits of devolving
responsibility and authority regarding management of forest
commons provides incentive to governments to decentralise
control of these resources. However, as the study cautions,
the decision to transfer authority must be based on prior
commitment by the community and must ensure that
adequate and appropriate management practices will be
developed and maintained over the long term.

studies around the world have found that such systems are
most effective and produce the best outcomes when they
include the user-community in the decision-making processes
that are required to develop a system of management and
are given the responsibility and authority to monitor the
same. Ghate & Nagendra (2005) compare the governance
institutions of three case study sites in the Gadchiroli
district of Maharashtra in central India. The three sites are
each governed by a different type of institution; community
initiated, NGO-initiated and supported, and government
sponsored (under the Indian Joint Forest Management
scheme). The authors identify effective monitoring to be one
of the key indicators of a successful management institution.
Monitoring in this case is defined by aspects such as ensuring
rule compliance, dealing with infraction, and guarding or
patrolling the forest area from outsiders.

Given the size of difference in the costs of
state and council management, [] substantial
savings could be realized by decentralizing
management. More generally, [our] findings
suggest that decentralization deserves
wider attention in conservation strategies in
developing countries with limited resources.
– Somanathan et al. 2009

[R]epeated studies in different parts of the
world have shown that when the users of a
common-pool resource organise themselves
to devise and enforce some of their own
basic rules, they tend to manage local
resources more efficiently than when rules
are externally imposed on them.
– Ghate & Nagendra 2005

Role of monitoring in institutional performance: Forest
management in Maharashtra, India
Monitoring is an important parameter in predicting outcomes
of sustainable management of forest commons. However, the
effectiveness of monitoring is often dependent on the type of
institution involved in management and governance. Many

Their findings from the comparison across the three sites
suggest that local enforcement is most effective where
forest management was initiated by the community. In this

© Ashish Kothari
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particular case study village, it was found that independent
of the rules developed under the government scheme of
participatory management, the community continued to
follow the regulations that had been developed and adopted by
them prior to this. In the case of the village where community
management was initiated and supported by an outside NGO,
it was found that although the community was successful in
reducing infractions from outsiders, their ability to limit overextraction by members of their own community was poor.
In the case of the village where community management
commenced only after the initiation of the government
sponsored scheme, the lack of 1) consensus regarding the
need for community-based management, 2) awareness of
rules and regulations mandated under the scheme, and 3)
lack of interest in investing time and effort in the absence
of individual incentives, resulted in this village having the
poorest regeneration success, and was found to be most
lenient in dealing with infractions.

‘controlled laboratory conditions’ to understand changes in
structure that affect relevant human decisions. The results
show that when users are engaged in decisions regarding
regulations that affect their use of the resource, the likelihood
of effective implementation and compliance is higher than
when such rules are imposed by an external agency. These
results also refute the assumption that no user would
contribute voluntarily to making rules or enforcing them, as
has been evident in case studies that this research draws on
from across the world, especially in the developing countries.
Conclusion
Governance of forest commons, as is the case with other
common property governance regimes, is complex. The
results of these case studies highlight some important
pointers that are useful considerations in the assessment of
existing institutions and in the development of new policies
and management tools and practices. These include:
1) When the resource user-community is involved in the
development of a system for managing forest commons—
including rules and regulations that affect their use—the
likelihood of self-regulation and monitoring by the community
are higher than when resources are governed and regulated by
an external agency.
2) A single system of governance cannot be prescribed
across all scales and existing regimes. The institution of an
effective governance strategy must draw from strengths of
aspects that prove successful within a particular context.
3) Just as restriction of access by the demarcation of
protected areas has been recognised to undermine the ability
of communities to more effectively manage forest commons,
hasty decisions to devolve control and authority to a community
could be detrimental when the community in question is ill
equipped to sustain monitoring and management practices,
is unwilling to invest time and effort in sustainably managing
common resources, or the (individual or community) benefits
accruing from restraining practices are not conveyed to the
user-community or are slow to materialise.
4) Factors that are presumed to influence outcomes in
terms of forest regeneration or degradation—such as level of
enforcement, efficacy of monitoring, user group size, etc.—
are not necessarily linearly related to perceived changes. A key
factor may produce a moderating influence on the impacts
of other factors and therefore an analysis of institutional
performance must study the role of all potentially influential
factors collectively.

While pointing to the success of community-initiated and
community-managed systems of governance through this
example, the study warns that this is not as easily achievable
as desired, as substantial investment has to be provided
by the local communities and appropriate qualitative and
quantitative indicators need to be defined to evaluate changes
in ecological condition.
Insights on linking forests, trees, and people from the
air, on the ground, and in the laboratory
In the context of forest commons, Ostrom & Nagendra (2006)
challenge the commonly held assumption that that a single
governance arrangement will control over-harvesting of
common forest resources in all settings. They present evidence
based on long-term multidisciplinary, multi-scale research
from data from countries across the world that analyses
institutional factors that affect forest management under
a variety of tenure arrangements. Of particular importance
to validate their findings is the use of analysis in all relevant
scales of study: 1) the analysis of landscape level changes
through satellite imagery, 2) site based socio-ecological
studies to examine relationships between forest conditions
and types of institutions, and 2) behavioural studies under

Ecosystems rarely exist isolated from human
use. To understand observations of existing
resource systems, one must link biophysical
aspects of a resource with the ways that
humans use and govern that resource and the
incentives facing users and managers…One
must align the incentives of participants with
the challenges they face, acquire adequate
information concerning past and present
conditions and uses of the resource, generate
projections regarding future scenarios, and
achieve consensus concerning what rules
and institutional arrangements will govern
the resource.
– Ostrom & Nagendra 2006
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his article is a summary of three articles: Green goals, Rejig the power structure, written by
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India’s forest commons are the centre-point of the economies
and cultures of over 400 million people, as also home to a
substantial part of its biodiversity. But since colonial times
they have also been exploited for commercial purposes, and the
lands on which they stand are increasingly subject to industrial,
infrastructural, and urban use. Indeed, India’s agenda for
economic growth often overrides the interest of conservation
of natural habitats and welfare of ecosystem dependent people;
literally ‘at any cost’. Compounding this are the frequently
conflicting interests of conserving wildlife and natural habitats
and that of resource dependent communities, especially within
current models of conservation. The interface of conservation
and human rights in the country, in the particular context of
forests and protected areas, is chaotic at present. The inability
of conservationists and community rights groups to forge a
meaningful common purpose has enabled industrial and
commercial forces to dominate decision-making. It is therefore
important to bring to light efforts by the state, civil society,
and community actors that provide hope for reconciliation of
conflicting interests and an alignment of common priorities
and objectives. Equally important is to assess existing policies,
and management and governance practices that fail to achieve
their objectives of sustainable management, conservation
and/or community welfare.

due to poorly maintained land records or the non-recording
of such rights from colonial times. Relocation, also mandated
by the wildlife law, has in most instances been forcible and
poorly carried out.
Increased foreign investment in ‘development’ projects has
resulted in the same ministry granting clearances to activities
that are detrimental to the very forests that are within their
mandate to protect. While for a period after the promulgation
of the Forest Conservation Act 1980, the use of forest land for
non-forest purposes came down, it has in the last decade or so
gone up significantly again.
In the particular case of forests and governance of forest
commons, the role of community-based conservation and
management finds mention in India’s myriad policy objectives.
For instance, the National Wildlife Action Plan (NWAP) 2002
and the National Environment Policy (NEP) 2006 stress it.
The National Biodiversity Strategy and Action Plan (NBSAP)
in its draft form went into detail on how this could be
achieved, but the Ministry of Environment and Forests never
approved this document and instead came up with an insipid
document which is unlikely to lead to any action. Moreover,
most existing provisions within law are not appropriate or
adequate to give a backing to such initiatives. For instance,
the Wild Life (Protection) Act, 1972 has a provision to
declare Community Reserves, but this can only happen on
community or private lands (whereas most forest commons
are government owned), and requires a uniform institutional
structure that would undermine the tremendous institutional
diversity communities already have.

Do India’s policies support community involvement in
forest governance and management?
Historically, traditional community management institutions
have been in place in many of India’s forests. These informal
institutions are rich repositories of traditional ecological
knowledge, built over many years of close interactions of
human societies with natural systems and an understanding
of the relationship between changes in the resource complex
and resource extraction. State-run institutions of governance
would do well to integrate these knowledge systems with
current models of management and conservation. However,
it appears that only token significance is given to indigenous
knowledge, often leading to counterproductive efforts of
sustainable management of resources by the community and
the government. Customary rights and dependence on forest
resources too have been largely ignored, or undermined.

It is in this light that the promulgation of the Forest Rights
Act in 2006 provides significant hope. It enables communities
to claim the right to not only use forests, but also manage and
protect them. For the thousands of forest-based community
conservation areas, this is a major opportunity to secure their
initiatives. However, implementation of this Act since 2008
when it came into force, has been significantly obstructed by
a forest bureaucracy reluctant to give up power.
Ignoring lessons from the past and present: A classic
case of reinventing the wheel
Two recent government policy initiatives are illustrative of the
common trend of reinventing the wheel where provisions for
participation and better governance have already been made
available through formal legislation or informal arrangements
developed by forest dwelling communities.

The drivers of political and social change also currently stem
from interest groups with differing (and often conflicting)
priorities and ideologies. India’s adoption of the western
approach to conservation, through the demarcation of
protected areas that are to be preserved ‘inviolate’ with
minimal or no human presence, and support for such
protectionist measures from the conventional conservation
lobby, has excluded communities from conservation and
management efforts, or from receiving the benefits of such
conservation. This has caused a further widening of the rift
between local people and the state. One of the responses
of the government to increasing protests and conflicts is
the initiation of eco-development programmes, oriented
at reducing people’s dependence on forests. Again, the
assumption that local communities and conservation are
incompatible has undermined the potential that such
programmes have in involving local communities in their
planning and execution. The ‘settlement’ of rights in most
protected areas has neglected many kinds of customary rights,

A ‘new initiative on panchayats and forests’ (MoEF, GoI 2010)
announced by the Ministry of Environment and Forests
and the Ministry of Rural Development and Panchayati Raj
in May 2010 had the noble intention of empowering village
level institutions and democratising forest management, in
keeping with the Panchayat (Extension to Scheduled Areas
(PESA) Act of 1996. However, in continuing to push for
Joint Forest Management Committees in which the Forest
Department has substantial power, the initiative falls far short
of the Forest Rights Act, which empowers gram sabhas (village
assemblies) to set up committees for managing forests. In
particular, it states that prior consultation with panchayats
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will be sought in matters of relocation and declaration of
protected areas, ignoring the provisions of both the Wild
Life Act and the Forest Rights Act which mandate gram sabha
consent, and not merely consultation. Additionally, the nonrecognition of traditional and other informal management
institutions, many developed and supported through efforts
of non-governmental organisations throughout the country
seriously undermines the potential for empowering local
community institutions and forging partnerships with state
agencies in the management of forest resources.
Aarthi Sridhar

The country’s National Mission for a Green India, one of
eight core missions identified under the National Action Plan
on Climate Change (NAPCC) gives particular importance
to the role of forests in mitigating the impacts of climate
change, providing food and water security, conserving
biodiversity and providing livelihood security of forest
dependant communities (PMCCC, GoI 2008). The strengths
of this mission include an eco-system/landscape approach
to conservation, considering biodiversity and livelihoods
as crucial components in addition to carbon sequestration
benefits, decentralising governance and giving a central role
to village institutions, and securing tenure and rights to
communities. However, one of its weaknesses is that while
regeneration and revegetation are promoted on a large scale
with considerable promised investment, hardly any attention
is being paid to the large scale destruction and degradation
of standing forests. Further, while arguing for the ‘primacy
of the gram sabha’, it fails to take the initiative to its logical
conclusion. A reliance on state run bureaucratic institutions
could take away from the power of village level institutions
to be primary actors in the decision making processes.
The recognition of communities as ‘equals in knowledge,
practice and decision-making capacity’ is imperative for such
programmes to be truly participatory in nature and beneficial
to local stakeholders.
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The role of communities in managing forest commons:
Hope for the future
What the future holds for India’s forest commons will
depend on several factors. What might accelerate a stronger
consideration of participatory governance is the increase in
local communities organising and empowering themselves,
and demanding greater involvement in the decision making
processes that impact the forest resources they depend
upon. The unfolding of the Forest Rights Act, in particular its
provisions of Community Forest Resource rights, can greatly
help. Global recognition of participatory forest management
through binding instruments like the Convention on Biological
Diversity may also play a role. The biggest challenge to this,
however, is the need for a major shift in mindset, especially in
the forest bureaucracy and amongst some conservation circles;
they need to recognise that community-based governance of
the forest commons has to be given a chance. Another major
challenge is the inequity within communities, both traditional
and new (gender, caste, wealth, political). What is of greatest
hope is that communities in many parts of India are showing
they can take on these challenges.
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A Forest’s Worth:

A Case Study of Natural Resource Accounting
in the Revegetation of Degraded Land in Gujarat, India

M

ethods to assign a value to a natural resource is a contentious issue, especially when accounting for the value
of ecosystem functions and services which are not ‘extractable’ in the same sense (as say wood or non-timber
forest products) and therefore do not have an equivalent market value in the current economic setting.

A host of research studies have brought to light the
shortcomings in the scope and context of current economic
models of accounting, especially the GDP (Gross Domestic
Product), a principal measure of economic progress and
transformation, especially in developing countries (Repetto
1994). Extraction of a resource is conventionally treated
as income when ideally it should also be accountable for
depletion of capital wealth. The recognition of environmental
resources contributing to economic wealth and an increasing
appreciation of the need to incorporate environmental values
(costs and benefits) into national accounting has led to the need
to redefine economic development and progress. International
organisations such as the UN and World Bank have developed
natural capital measurement protocols that have been adopted
in a number of countries. Particular attention has been paid
to developing market-based instruments—such as carbon
trading and environmental taxes and subsidies. However, it
is important to point out that such instruments only cover
a part of the total value of the environmental services in
question, and not all environmental services lend themselves
to such instruments (Sève 2002).
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Economic valuation has been accepted as the most reliable
way to value natural resources. Assigning quantitative values
to goods and services takes into account current stock, direct
costs, outflows and services provided by the resource (Mondal
et al. 2007). In India, the process of adopting a natural resource
accounting system has been slow, but has gained considerable
recognition in the recent past highlighted through efforts
supported usually by non-government or international
agencies in the evaluation of common property resources.
Evaluating forest resources
It is important to acknowledge that the difference in
perception of a resource among various stakeholders is a
key factor that determines the value that is assigned to
it. In the case of common forest resources in India, the
Forest Department—the authoritative custodian of forest
resources—has predominantly viewed forests to be a source
of economic wealth; from the production of timber and other
forest produce. To the local community that is dependent on
forest resources, the forest provides economically valuable
products such as non-timber forest products (NTFPs)
and environmental services such as clean air and water,
prevention of soil erosion, etc. Of late, forests have also
assumed importance on a larger scale, and are often referred
to as global commons on account of their ability to sequester
carbon and mitigate the impacts of climate change.

An introduction to the case study
The Foundation for Ecological Security (FES), based in Anand,
Gujarat is currently involved in the revegetation of 25 ha
of degraded wasteland in Namnar village in Panchmahals
district in Gujarat. The revegetation effort was started in
1991 and the development of a comprehensive accounting
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Evaluating direct costs and benefits (I):
Direct costs include costs of plantation and after-care,
protection of the area (e.g., payment to guards and watchmen),
and institutional costs (e.g., facilitating community interaction
with each other and project personnel, conflict resolution,
etc.). Mondal et al. (2007) note that the initial direct costs
tend to be high with high investment of time, efforts and
resources, but stagnate in most cases when the investment
is limited to protection and recurring costs. The direct costs
also include benefits that have been forgone in the process
of regeneration by the community in the initial period (e.g.,
fodder, fuel wood, NTFPs, etc.). These costs are calculated
based on equivalent market prices and incorporated in the
accounting framework.

framework began in 1997. A report compiled by Mondal et
al. (2007) provides an assessment of the potential and actual
benefits that have accrued from the implementation of the
project that is being assessed under a ‘Natural Resource
Accounting System’ developed by members of the team.
The accounting system that has been developed is based on
an extensive review of existing literature on environmental
and natural resource accounting protocols in the attempt to
identify parameters and variables that will help in assigning
value to the resources in question, and enable long term
monitoring of changes that result from regeneration efforts.
This regeneration effort is jointly undertaken by the Namnar
Tree Growers’ Cooperative Society, with support from the FES
under its Tree Growers’ Cooperative Project and the Canadian
International Development Agency. Though the accounting
system has been developed by FES for application in this
particular case, it also has potential for wider application and
implementation in situations of other land-use changes.

Evaluating indirect costs and benefits of environmental
services (II):
The environmental services that are provided as a result of
regeneration include: control of soil erosion, improving soil
fertility and enabling soil formation, improving biodiversity,
increasing moisture retention, sequestering carbon and
regulation of micro-climate. These services also include
aesthetic considerations. As Mondal et al. (2007) acknowledge,
assigning economic market values to such services is a difficult
process and often a variety of techniques have to be used to
arrive at a reasonable estimate.

Developing a framework for natural resource accounting
The system developed by FES attempts to ‘calculate the total
value or contribution to society at a given point in time’ of the
resource system in question (Mondal et al. 2007). Typically,
assessment of the ‘worth’ of a forest considers the direct flow
of benefits from the resource. In the particular case of natural
forests being destroyed and determining compensation
based on standing resource, or in the case of revegetation or
reforestation when the benefits from such an exercise are to
be calculated, the non-market environmental values of the
system are often not accounted for. The basic question that
underlies the development of the framework in this case is how
one can estimate the change in the value of a natural system
being subjected to a conservation or destructive action, and
how this change will affect different stakeholders. Answers to
these questions can help calculate actual and potential costs
and benefits from the activity and for value or compensation
in case of damage or change in land-use.

Evaluating existing stock (III):
The value of standing resource is estimated through calculating
existing biomass through standard methodologies. In this
case as well, the value of the resource is calculated based
on the equivalent market value of timber or fuel wood. In
this particular case, the regeneration of the wasteland was
accompanied by an increasing trend except during instances
of disturbance caused by human-induced or natural factors.
Total value of the resource (I + II + III):
The total value of the resource is the summation of the values
of direct benefits, existing stock and environmental services.
An assessment of the success of the revegetation intervention
shows that the benefits over time increase significantly. As
reported by Mondal et al. (2007), the total value of the resource
in the study site in March 2003 was calculated to be INR
32.20 lakhs (~USD 70,000). With time, the assessment also
shows that the difference between the cumulative benefits
and investment is considerably high, justifying the need for
initial high investment with low returns in such an effort.

The development of the Natural Resource Accounting System
(NRAS) followed the compiling of a global list of indicators
that were used to evaluate forest resources. The indicators fall
under two basic categories: 1) economic parameters, including
fodder and NTFP, biomass, employment, livestock and
agricultural production, etc., and 2) ecological parameters,
including soil formation, soil fertility, biodiversity, natural
regeneration, micro-climate, etc. The individual parameters
in turn are classified as a) direct and indirect costs, b) direct
and indirect benefits, and c) existing stock. When the forest
system in question is subject to changes—in this particular
case, revegetation of degraded land—the framework
developed will help in the effective monitoring of changes in
the status of the resource system.

Extended applications of the Natural Resource
Accounting System:
Mondal et al. (2007) state that when developed in a
comprehensive manner, the Natural Resource Accounting
System can be an important tool in assessing the full costs
and benefits (be they direct or indirect) of a resource that
is subject to change. It can also contribute to informed
decision-making regarding the use and management of forest
resources. As illustrated in the case of the Namnar Tree
Growers’ Cooperative, the assumption that the cooperative
was functioning at a loss led to the District Registrar ordering
the liquidation of the cooperative’s assets. However, on being
presented with the NRAS accounts, which provided substantial

Evaluation is presented on an annual basis through flow
accounts [direct and indirect costs and benefits, i.e., a) and
b) above], stock account (c) and a balance sheet. The parallels
of this system of accounting to a conventional financial
accounting system make it easy to follow, implement and
monitor. Cumulative changes recorded annually over the
years will provide long-term projections of costs and benefits
arising from the revegetation exercise.
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environmental and natural resource accounting frameworks
can help value resources better, which in turn could help more
informed decision-making regarding the resource and the
user-community in question.

evidence that the cooperative was in fact contributing to
sustainable management and protection of the resource and
that the subsistence needs of the community were being met,
the decision was reversed and the responsibility of managing
the forest resource was returned to the cooperative.
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By providing a means for measuring and
comparing the various benefits of forests,
[the Natural Resource Accounting System]
can be a powerful tool to aid and improve
decision making and the use and management
of the forest resources
– Mondal et al. 2007

Mondal et al. (2007) also recommend the use of the NRAS
in the calculation of compensation for affected stakeholders
due to changes in land-use and a loss of resources or services
thereof. They further recommend that the inclusion of such
an accounting system be adopted for the purposes of national
accounting, and suggest the calculation of an environmentally
adjusted Gross Domestic Product (GDP) to reflect the
country’s growth. Although there are difficulties in estimating
values of non-marketable goods and services and insufficient
information/lack of consensus on appropriate methodology,
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What Kinds of Policies do Indigenous and
Community Conserved Areas Need?
Neema Pathak Broome, Kalpavriksh Environmental Action Group, India
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The 10th Conference of Parties (CoP) of the Convention on
Biological Diversity (CBD) was held in Nagoya, Japan in
October 2010. Various provisions of this Convention which
were discussed, particularly the Programme of Work on
Protected Areas, focused heavily on the need to support
Indigenous and Community Conserved Areas (ICCAs), and
recognise and support them as an appropriate governance
regime for important conservation sites including those which
contain highly threatened species. Similar debates have been
gaining momentum in the World Conservation Union (IUCN)
and other international fora. Within south Asia and India
there have been many debates on supporting ICCAs. Much
of this debate is being fueled and inspired by the actions,
words and movements of numerous local communities and
indigenous peoples across the globe through their networks
and NGOs and other actors working with them. They have
been insisting that it is not local people who have been the
reason for the decline in biological diversity but processes
of globalisation and commercialisation that have brought in
massive economic, cultural, socio-political and ethical changes
in urban and rural societies.

assessments indicate the following:
• Globally about 420 million ha of forests (11% of the
world’s total forest land) is under community ownership or
administration; of this, about 370 million ha is under some
level of conservation management by communities.
• Southeast Asia: Philippines: Over 500 marine resource
management sites are managed by coastal communities with
large numbers recorded from the Pacific.
• South Asia: Thousands of examples of community
management are spread over all kinds of ecosystems.
• South America: 1/5th of the Amazon is under indigenous
protected area regimes which is 5 times more than the area of
formal protected areas.
• Southern Africa: There are very large sizes and numbers
of ICCA.
• Canada: The extent of indigenous protected areas is
around 7 million hectares.
It is also increasingly being realised that a number of factors
are directly threatening the existence of ICCAs. Among
the major hindrances in trying to support them are a lack
of clarity about what ICCAs actually mean, and lack of
documentation on where they are. Towards the latter, some
documentation of ICCAs has been initiated by TILCEPA,
WCPA-CEESP Strategic Direction on Governance, Equity and
Livelihood in Relation to Protected Areas (http://www.iucn.
org/about/union/commissions/ceesp/wg/tilcepa/) and taken
forward by the ICCA Consortium, a network of small NGOs
and representatives of indigenous and local communities
(see www.iccaforum.org for details). Back home, Kalpavriksh
has been attempting such documentation in India and south
Asia (Please see http://www.kalpavriksh.org/communityconserved-areas/cca-directory). Such documentation has also
clearly outlined the threats being faced by ICCAs the world
over. Some of these are internal factors such as the inability
to overcome traditionally in-built inequities; globalisationdriven changing value systems; and increased dependence
on the conserved resources. Others and more serious threats
emanate from the outside, over which communities have
little control; these include large development projects that
destroy community lands, lack of tenure security and rights
over the lands, waters and territories that they protect,
government policy formulations (particularly those to do
with conservation) that alienate communities from their
conservation practices, lack of legal support for their local and/
or customary conservation practices, inappropriate education
policies, national or party politics among many others.

Indeed, numerous human societies are deeply impacted by
these forces becoming vehicles for destruction of biological
diversity. On the other hand, there continue to be many
communities across the world who have resisted such
destructive change and also managed to conserve species and
habitats within both small common or communal spaces and
large landscapes. Such societies include the Tagbanwa tribe in
the Philippines making legal claims over their ancestral lands
which they protected for generations as sacred landscapes,
particularly as a measure of protecting against government
supported mining and unregulated tourism. The local farmers
in the Andes mountains of Peru are protectors of their
cultural landscape and have resisted all external change to
be able to protect hundreds of varieties of local potato and
other domestic and wild species. The Sherpas in Nepal have
demanded that their traditional and sacred landscape of
Khumbu (base of Mount Everest) be handed over to them
to protect, as unregulated tourism is desecrating these sites
and national park policies alienate them from their ancestral
lands. Many community forestry initiatives in Nepal not
only protect the habitat and species but communities
also sustainably harvest forest resources and benefit from
ecological functions such as the availability of water. Examples
like Khonoma village in Nagaland in India, have dedicated 70
sq. km for strict protection of the Blyth’s Tragopan and other
species while using only the buffer area for sustainable use.
Many communities world over are also indirectly responsible
for conservation even if they don’t directly protect any
particular site or species. This is evident in local fisherfolk
movements against destructive and depleting ways of fishing,
tribal and indigenous communities’ struggles against large
destructive projects such as mines and dams. Thanks to
efforts by a number of organisations and indigenous and local
communities networks, ICCAs have emerged in last decade
or so as a new phenomenon in formal conservation circles.
It must be realised though that there is nothing new about
ICCAs, they perhaps represent some of the oldest models
of conservation and their history is as old as human society
itself. Although sufficient information does not exist, some

Acknowledging a need for a supportive environment for ICCAs,
international policies (such as CBD) and many national laws
and programmes are increasingly making reference to ICCAs
and developing projects and programmes for their support
and recognition. There is however, precious little guidance on
how exactly to do this or what ICCAs mean. Consequently,
support programmes or policies end up disrupting the very
efforts that they are expected to support! Laws and policies
which end up imposing external straightjacket approaches on
well functioning ICCAs strangle the diverse and locale- and
context-specific approaches that ICCAs follow. Through a
series of discussions and consultations at local, national and
international levels, a set of guidelines have emerged about
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how best to go about supporting ICCAs. First and foremost,
understanding what they are, how they function, and how can
they be identified. ICCAs can be defined as:
Natural ecosystems (forest/marine/wetlands/grasslands/others),
including those with minimum to substantial human influence,
containing significant wildlife and biodiversity value, being
conserved by communities for cultural, religious, livelihood, or
political purposes, using customary laws or other effective means.
There are three defining characteristics of ICCAs:
• A well-defined indigenous people or local community
possesses a close and profound relation with a well-defined
site (territory, area or species habitat).
• The people or community is the major player in decisionmaking related to the site and had de facto or de jure capacity
to enforce regulations.
• The people’s or community’s decisions and efforts lead
to the conservation of biodiversity, ecological functions and
benefits, and associated cultural values, regardless of original
or primary motivations.

ICCAs (e.g., inappropriate tourism and other initiatives that
see nature and culture as commodities).
Provide or strengthen socio-cultural, political, and economic
incentives for conserving ICCAs, while seeking to maintain
their independence and autonomy.
Do not make them dependent on external economic and
other support. Assist communities managing ICCAs to gain
recognition of their land, water, and bio-cultural resource
rights (property, custodianship, use).
Strengthen national laws and policies that recognise
indigenous peoples and local communities as legal actors
possessing common rights. Recognise the local institutions
governing the ICCAs, while helping them to self-evaluate and
strengthen the quality of their governance.
Do not impose top-down governance regimes, including comanagement/ shared governance regimes.
Provide assistance in technical aspects of management, if
required and sought by the community, but do not impose
management objectives, legal categories, or technical expertise
that undermine their existing values.
Provide support and backing to communities enforcing
ICCA regulations, in particular to apprehend violators and
have them judged and sanctioned in fair and consistent ways.
Do not leave communities alone to carry the burden of
surveillance and repressing violations, in particular when the
ICCA rules match and enforce state rules.

Looking at the criteria above it is clear that any policy
that intends to support ICCAs needs to recognise that all
participatory approaches cannot be called ICCAs, It is only
when communities are the primary decision-makers and
conservation is the net result, that they can be called ICCAs.
A document recently put together through the efforts of a
number of actors brings out some crucial dos and don’ts while
supporting ICCAs (Strengthening What Works—Recognising
and Supporting the Conservation Achievements of Indigenous
Peoples and Local Communities http://www.iucn.org/about/
union/commissions/ceesp/ceesp_publications/?5323/
Strengthening-what-works).

The above are crucial given the experience in south Asian
countries where state policies at supporting ICCAs tend to
include provisions which specify that proposals for support
must go through government agencies, that rules and
regulations must be formulated by the government agencies
rather than accepting what ICCAs may already have, and
that the management and decision-making bodies must
have government representatives or those identified by the
government rather than accepting and improving upon the
existing governance structure. Keeping in mind the above
factors while supporting ICCAs will go a long way is supporting
the cause of conservation in India and south Asia.

Some of these include:
Do not impose any legal or other formal status on an ICCA
without the free, prior and informed consent of the relevant
indigenous peoples or local communities.
Do not formally recognise ICCAs in ways that diminish
local livelihoods or support development that undermines
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IASC Update: Field Trips at IASC 2011!
IASC 2011 includes a range of exciting field trips that have been planned in keeping with the flavour of the Conference theme.
The organisation of these field trips has been undertaken in close coordination with practitioner-partners that include some
departments from within the Government of Andhra Pradesh, and certain NGOs. IASC 2011 offers both single-day and multi-day
field trips. While the one-day trips are scheduled during the Conference, the multi-day field trips are planned post-Conference.

One-day Field Trips
Various locations in and around Hyderabad have been chosen for the single-day field visits owing to the wide range of issues that
they project, and for the diverse range of Common Property Resources and governance mechanisms prevalent. These locations are
asunder.
1 Pastoralists and Agro-Pastoralists of the Deccan Region—Re-imagining the Future of Commons
Sheep and Goat Rearers’ Associations; People’s rights over forest lands; Re-vegetation of customary common grazing spaces;
Intellectual Property Rights (IPR) related issues (Knowledge Commons).
Coordinated by Anthra: www.anthra.org
Location: Medak District, about 100 km (2.5 hours) from venue
2 Challenges and Threats to Common Lands in the Deccan Region
Bio-fuels and genetically modified (GM) crops; food-fuel-energy linkages; Community mobilisation against GM crops and bio-fuel
cultivation; Goat and Sheep Rearers’ Associations.
Coordinated by Anthra: www.anthra.org
Location: Nalgonda and Warangal Districts, 120 km (3 hours) from the venue
3 Empowerment of Women: Understanding the role of Local Institutions like Self Help Groups (SHGs)
Role of Self Help Groups (SHGs) and their federations in ensuring financial inclusion of women, especially those from backward
classes; role of these institutions in strengthening livelihoods of women; quality assessment and quality enhancement-critical
components of institution building; effective livestock management and eco-farming; Non-pesticide Management (NPM).
Coordinated by APMAS: www.apmas.org
Location: Kamareddy, 130 km (2.5 hours) from the venue
4 Conflicts and Collaborations in Protection and Management of Commons
Joint Forest Management in Andhra Pradesh; Community institutions and their federations engaged in governance of forests;
Harnessing traditional skills of the tribal communities to enhance their livelihoods.
Coordinated by Center for People’s Forestry: www.cpf.in
Location: Medak district, 70 km (1.5 hours) from the venue
5 Securing Future of Agriculture: Sustainable Agricultural Practices for a Better Tomorrow
Introduction of genetically modified(GM) cotton-a challenge to farmers; Agrarian crisis and the extreme distress faced by farmers;
Community initiatives to promote sustainable agricultural practices like shunning pesticides, Refraining from GM crops, etc;
Organic agriculture.
Coordinated by Centre for Sustainable Agriculture: www.csa-india.org
Location: Warangal District, 100 km (2.5 hours) from the venue
6 Balancing Conflicting Interests While Managing CPRs
Conflicts between fishing communities and down-stream farming communities; Role played by different stakeholders-fishermen,
farmers, political leaders-in governance of the tank; restoration of fish production and marketing to the local communities.
Coordinated by Watershed Support Services and Activities Network (WASSAN): www.wassan.org
Location: Mahabubnagar District, 120 km (3 hours) from the venue
7 Traditional Art Forms in the Face of Changing Times: A Look at the Ikkat Weavers of Poachampally
‘Ikkat’ Weaving—traditional knowledge; weavers’ cooperatives, state of weavers-current challenges faced by them; Bhoodan
Movement-land donation movement which started in Pochampally, understanding the genesis of the movement and its impact
on the different farming communities; tank management-rules, regulations and norms in place, how they have evolved, challenges
and threats.
Coordinated by Foundation for Ecological Security: www.fes.org.in
Location: Pochampally, 45 km (1 hour) from the venue
30

8 Towards Achieving Sovereignty over Food, Seeds, Markets and Media
The issues of food and seed sovereignty are absolutely critical to the poor and the marginalised of India; Working towards achieving
bio-diversity in food grains; ecological practices of producing food production thereby reducing dependence on chemical inputs;
Alternative public distribution systems; On-farm diversity; Seed shrines and bio-fertilisers, are some issues that would be
highlighted. In addition, communities’ efforts to achieve sovereignty over media through community radio will also be showcased.
Coordinated by Deccan Development Society (DDS): www.ddsindia.com
Location: Zaheerabad, 110 km (2.5 hours) from the venue
9 Management of Water Resources: A Look at the Institutional Mechanisms
Institutions involved in the management of lift irrigation systems; Tank management by different user-groups viz. fishermen,
farmers, etc; Status of groundwater and the mechanisms in place to manage the use of the same; Use of State schemes like Mahatma
Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act to rehabilitate the tank.
Coordinated by International Water Management Institute (IWMI): www.iwmi.cgiar.org
Location: Ghanpur, Medak District, 120 km (2.5 hours) from the venue
10 Effective Watershed Management for Sustainable Livelihoods
Integrated watershed management; efficient and sustainable use of natural resources like soil, rainwater and groundwater; technical
inputs for effective management of the watershed; economic and social benefits that have resulted from the interventions.
Coordinated by International Crop Research Institute for Semi-Arid Tropics (ICRISAT): www.icrisat.org
Location: Kothapalle village, Ranga Reddy District, 60 km (1.5 hours) from the venue
11 Natural History of Hyderabad: a visit to the lakes and rock formations in Hyderabad
A visit to some of the lakes of the city of Hyderabad to understand the impact of increasing encroachment and reclamation for
construction; visit to rock formations of Hyderabad—another notable feature of the city—to understand their ecological and
cultural significance and the impact on them of development activities.
Location: All the locations either within or in the vicinity of Hyderabad.
12 ‘Cultural-scapes of’ of Hyderabad—A look at the rich Culture that has shaped Hyderabad into what it is today
The aim of this field visit is to gain an appreciation of the rich culture and heritage of Hyderabad. Includes a visit to Golconda Fort,
Qutub Shahi Garden, Taramati Baradwari, and Charminar.
Location: All the monuments located either within or in the vicinity of Hyderabad.
13 Community Managed Traditional Surface Irrigation Commons (Small Tanks) in the Telengana Region of Andhra
Pradesh
In the Deccan Plateau, tanks are examples of historically built, simply engineered surface water harvesting commons. They are
found in plenty in this region and have played a significant role in stabilising livelihoods of several marginalised communities.
The centralisation of the commons in the British Regime, and subsequent neglect by the village communities, have led to the
deterioration of these exemplars of simple native wisdom. Reviving and strengthening community management for conserving,
developing and maintaining these commons are critical towards stabilising local livelihoods through enhanced water security and
food security.
Coordinated by DHAN Foundation Regional Team, Hyderabad: www.dhan.org
Location: Narayanpur /Chityal and Shaligouraram Mandals of Nalgonda district, about 75 km (2 hrs) from venue

Multi-day Field Trips
The Multi-day Field Trips are aimed to give the participants insights into the work done on issues related to Common Property
Resources by various participating organisations. These visits are for 2 days each, with 2 nights of traveling.
1 State and Community Interface Through Rishi Valley Special Development Area
Rights to grazing, access to non-forest commons, re-vitalising degraded common lands, community-protection of revenue wastelands,
re-vegetation. Rishi Valley is located in Madanapalle, Chittoor District, Andhra Pradesh; about 300 km from Hyderabad.
About Anthra: www.anthra.org
2 Governance of CPRs Through Local Peoples’ Institutions
This field trip offers an insight into the work of FES towards management and governance of common land resources. In South
India, FES has worked extensively in the Papagni River Basin, wherein it has tried to strengthen village institutions by capacitating
them to understand, appreciate and undertake common land governance. At the same time, the organisation worked through
these village institutions on various interventions to improve/restore soil and moisture regimes in the areas of operation. Two
locations—Madanapalle in Andhra Pradesh (about 300 km away from Hyderabad and Chintamani in Karnataka (about 50 km from
Madanapalle)—will be toured during this visit.
About FES: www.fes.org.in
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Contact us
We welcome comments, inputs,
feedback and queries at
commonvoices@fes.org.in
or
Editors, Common Voices,
c/o Foundation for Ecological Security,
PB No. 29,
Anand,
388001,
Gujarat,
India
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