
Prof. Arun Agrawal speaks on 

"Challenges of community forestry in the next three decades" 

A public lecture was organized by ForestAction Nepal (International Forest Resources and 

Institutions (IFRI) collaborative research centre Nepal) on 11 January, 2013 at the Forestry Training 

Hall, Babarmahal. Prof. Arun Agrawal1 from the University of Michigan, USA delivered his 

presentation on challenges of community forestry in the next three decades followed by open 

discussion centered on community forestry and climate change.  

The presentation: 

Prof Agrawal provided his retrospective views on the successes of community forestry in Nepal and 

elsewhere. He argued that the last two decades has been good for community forestry in the sense 

that lots of advocacy and scholarly engagement was in place for its promotion. Moreover, lots of 

changes in the policies took around community forestry. In fact, there was an emergence of new 

theoretical paradigm in support of community forests compared to other forest management 

regimes. For instance, the logic of the commons and thousands of studies and other quantitative 

studies conducted to confirm the case study results have supported it. Moreover, IFRI has 

maintained a wide array of database in more than a dozen countries including Nepal. In one of the 

researches conducted through IFRI, it was revealed that local autonomy provides higher livelihood 

options and a better storage of carbon in the forests. The contribution of community management 

has been significant in terms of increasing the forest area from 200 million hectares in 1980's to 400 

million hectares currently.  

Despite all these achievements and successes, wide criticism persists against community forestry in 

the recent years in Nepal. Though, wide array of research has already been conducted, yet rigorous 

studies are lacking in community forestry. Moreover, majority of the studies have been focused on 

correlation between devolution power to local communities and improved forest condition rather 

than demonstration of causal relationship between the two. Community forests have not been 

effective in terms of addressing the external threats, for instance the pressure of illegal logging. Also, 

there is question on whether the communities can manage huge forest areas, for example the case of 

Amazon forest in Brazil,  though practices exists where communities have been managing small 

patches of forest areas.   

Challenges apart from these persist at the global scale which has put additional pressure to the 

available forest resources. The rise in the global population is one of the serious challenges among 

others. In the next 20-25 years, the population of the middle class people in particular is estimated to 

double the current population. That makes around 3 billion additional middle class population, with 

increasing demand for commodities, expansion in agriculture and urbanization and ever increasing 
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consumption. Consequently, the available forest area/resources get exploited in order to fulfill the 

demands of the ever increasing global population. Moreover, the impact of climate change is 

another threat to forests where the effects become more visible in the tropical countries. The impact 

of climate change will be visible in the form of reduced productivity of land and water, scarcity of 

water and events of droughts, extreme weather events etc, all will have ultimate effects on the 

forests.    

Discussion: 

Participants representing diverse sector - Government, Non-Government, Researchers and 

Academia - were present during the discussion. Issues pertaining to community forestry, climate 

change with REDD+ and climate adaptation in particular, impact of migration were some of the 

issues discussed during the program. Prof Abhoy K Das from Nepal Forester's Association posed a 

question on the effect of out-migration and its impact on community forestry. In his response, Prof 

Agrawal responded that the capacity of local communities to manage their forests will decline with 

the decline in the number of people moving out.  

Similarly, in responding to the question on fate of community forest in the developing countries 

which is gradually turning into a developed country, Prof Agrawal opined that even the developed 

countries have community managed forests, though the issue remains on the type of 

dependence/resource use. Moreover, the dependence on the forest resources will largely be driven 

by the reliance of the people on the energy needs. Similarly, issues on how REDD+ be linked to 

poverty reduction and possibility of international incentivizing mechanism through it was also 

pointed out during the discussion. In this line, Prof. Agrawal argued that optimistic views have been 

presented in terms of REDD+ globally, were Norway, despite the size of the country, has been the 

major financial supporter to keep the REDD+ mechanism alive. Whereas, larger emitters like USA 

among others, have been contributing less compared. Similarly, there were other issues raised 

regarding that of collaborative forest management (CFM) in Nepal. CFM came to discourse in order 

to address the issue of needs of the communities in the Terai region; however, it could not be 

successful as anticipated.  


