
 

1 

 
© Ganesh Chaudhary

ForestAction Policy Brief No. 40                  September 2015 
 

Landlessness and Forest Management: What can Community Forestry Offer? 

Udeep Regmi, Prabin Bhusal, Kamal Bhandari, Jishan Karki and Naya Sharma Paudel 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 

Landlessness induced forest encroachment has evolved 

as a growing tension in management of Nepal's Terai 

forest. A recent study by the Department of Forest shows 

94,872 hectares of Terai forest land have been 

encroached within the period of 1992-2014 and this is 

increasing. Similarly, forest loss during 1991 to 2011 

accounts for 32,000 hectares in Terai region at the rate 

of 0.42 per cent (FRA/DFRS 2014).  

 

Population census of Nepal 2011 estimates that 25 per 

cent of the Terai's population is landlessness or 

functionally landless1. In a recent call for registration by 

the Sukumbasi2 Commission-2014, 1.2 million 

Households (HHs) registered them as landless, out of 

which, over 80 per cent live in or near forests and make 

their living either through agriculture or forest based 

activities. A study conducted by the Parliamentary 

Committee on Natural Resource and Revenue Sharing 

identifies landlessness as one of the key challenges of 

forest protection especially in Terai and Chure. Most 

importantly, denying access to forest in many cases has 

further triggered burgeoning conflict between the 

landless groups, forest authorities and local resident 

which often results in forest degradation. 
 

Realizing this pertinent conflict in and around forest 

management and landlessness, ForestAction has 

conducted a study to assess encroachment and 

associated illegal activities in Terai. The study also 

examined government strategy in addressing 

landlessness and explored how Community Forestry 

(CF) helps address this issue.  This policy brief is based 

on a Participatory Action Research (PAR) in Nawalparasi 

among the landlessness settlements and is 

complemented by the review of policy documents and 

available literature on the agenda. 

                                                           
1 Functionally landless refers to those HHs which own less than 0.4 ha. 
2 Sukumbashi is the Nepali term used for landless. 

Encroachment and the associated illegal 

activities are the major challenges to 

Terai forest 
Encroachments by landless and flood/landslide victims, 

timber smuggling, and illegal collection of fuelwood have 

posed major challenges to forest management in Terai. 

The recent national forest resource inventory carried out 

by the Government of Nepal shows that 15 out of 18 

Terai districts witnessed negative trend in forest cover 

during the year 2001 to 2010 (MoFSC 2014). For 

instance, during this period forest cover decreased by 

20,694.02ha in Kapilvastu (Kapilvastu DFO 2012), while, 

it decreased by 13,970.75ha in Rupandehi (Rupandehi 

DFO 2012). Total forest encroachment in 2010 was 

92,132ha, whereas it was 82,795ha in 2002. 

Along with a decrease in forest cover, forest degradation 

is at peak in recent years. Total degraded forest in 

Nawalparasi accounted 13307ha in 2000 while it was 

45379ha in 2010. The annual deforestation rate in the 

Terai region is estimated to be 2.7 per cent (MoFSC 

2011). 

  

Key Messages 

• Landlessness has posed a major challenge to sustainable forest management in Nepal's Terai region. 

• Current policies and programmes to address the conflict between landless and forest management are 

inadequate. 

• Community Forestry offers a potential solution to the problem by recognizing and mobilizing landless 

people in forest management. 
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Figure 1: Source of Income of landlessness HHs in study site 

What forest means to landlessness  

Forest for landless HH is a means for living, a sense of 

security and belongingness in a community. A study of 

the 50 landless HHs of the Janakalyan CF, Nawalparasi in 

the early 2014 (before its handover) shows that 41 per 

cent of them had timber and fuelwood sale as a major 

source of income. It further showed that 91 percent of 

the population is still dependent on fuelwood for 

cooking. Apart from timber and fuelwood extraction, 

forest for landless HHs is a source of fodder. Almost 

every landless HHs rear livestock mainly goat.  

 

"The handover of Janakalyan CF has been a blessing for 

my family. Now, we have legitimate access to 8.5ha of 

grassland and my family has started rearing cow. We earn 

aroundRs5000 per month by selling milk and we no more 

engage in illegal collection of timber and fuelwood." 

Debika B.K., Janakalyan CFUG 

Failed Government Strategy 

Since the 1960s, the government has been struggling to 

stop encroachment despite criminalizing it, increasing 

surveillance, and frequent evictions. Promulgation of 

'Forest Encroachment Control and Management Strategy 

2011' was a part of the recent campaign. Table 1 below 

shows the government target and the budget allocated to 

this campaign. 

Table 1: Status of Eviction from Forest and Associated Cost 

Fiscal 

Year 

Target 

Eviction 

area in 

hectare 

Evicted 

Area in 

hectare 

Budget 

Allocated  

(In NRs.) 

2014 985 638 2,940,000 

2013 750 648 3,000,000 

2012 316 790 948,000 

Source: Review of Annual Progress Report of Ministry of 

Forest and Soil Conservation 
 

There is a huge cost associated with strengthening 

surveillance and evicting the encroachers. As shown in 

Table 1 above, NRs. 3 million is required to evict 600 

hectares of the encroached land. As there is almost 100 

thousand hectares of encroached land, eviction is not an 

option. Similarly, lack of human resources at the District 

Forest Office (DFO) further questions the current 

government approach. An Area Forest Officer (AFO) in 

Nawalparasi opined, "To evacuate 10-15 landlessness 

HHs, it takes around two months and an investment of 

NRs. 100 thousand. The planning process is quite long and 

needs a close collaboration with the Chief District Officer 

(CDO), police, local political parties, and media- not to 

mention, local political parties often exert strong 

resistance to such plans." 

 

Similarly, government approach in the formation of 

'landless problem solving commission' and land 

distribution shows limited scope in addressing ongoing 

encroachment trend at Terai. 12 different commissions 

have been formed since 1995 and half of them dissolved 

before they could complete their study. These 

commissions so far have distributed land entitlement 

certificate to 154853 HHs while current landlessness 

HHs accounts for more than a million.  The poor 

performance of 'Landless Commissions' is mainly 

accounted to their alignment with particular political 

parties, illicit corruption, and short term working scope 

among others. 

 

Thus, the resolution of encroachment problem in Nepal 

has largely failed due to illicit support of political parties 

to land seekers, lack of alternative livelihoods, and low 

capacity of forest authorities, high costs of law 

enforcement, and importantly weak authority of the 

state.  
 

Learning from Adaptive Learning in 

Nawalparasi 

Even if the executive committee was in place since 1995, 

the act of illegal logging and encroachment of forest land 

continued till the mid 2014 in Janakalyan CF. In 2014 

May, 182.6 ha of forest was handed as CF to a community 

with over 95 per cent landless HHs. The stereotype of 

landless as encroacher among the forestry stakeholders 

in Nawalparasi district was proved wrong by the 

ongoing forest management activities after the CF 

handover. Unfortunately, they could not do it for the last 

19 years because it was an open access forest. Also 

initially, people fear that turning the forest to a CF may 

deem them illegal. Mrs. Januka Giri expressed her fear 

and said, "When the Executive Committee leaders came to 

my house requesting to sign in the meeting minute, we 

denied signing on it."We stood against the formation of a 

CF. There were 14 of the land owning HHs in the 

community that apparently didn’t want landless HHs to 

be the members of the Executive Committee. Similarly, 

the behavioral differences among land owning and 

landless groups further polarized the process of CF 

handover. There were differences among landless HHs 

as well. The elite group within landless didn't want CF to 

be handed over as were benefited through illegal 
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logging, which after CF handover can't be continued. 

Moreover, dispute over boundary around 16ha grassland 

between Janakalyan CF along with two other proposed 

CF has also contributed to delay the process.  

Introduction of 'Adaptive Learning' played a critical role 

in solving this issue. Kabi Ram Bhandari, Chairperson of 

Janakalyan CF says,  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

"Adaptive learning firstly opened the space for dialogue 

and helped understand the pros and cons of forming a 

CFUG. When we knew that the CF boundary can be 

delineated keeping aside the current settlement, more 

than 90 percent users were supportive to form a CFUG. 

Land owning HHs and a couple of landlessness elites had 

some political interest which got resolved over the 

period of time." 

  

 

Figure 2: PAR activities in Janakalyan CFUG 

 

Table 2: Issues discussed during key PAR activities and its outcome in Janakalyan CFUG 

Key steps  Issues discussed and reflected   Observable outcomes  

Series of bilateral meetings with the 

neighboring CFUGs, DFO and 

FECOFUN 

Discussed on encroachment, boundary 

issues and forest handover process  and 

negotiation options  

Appreciating each other's concerns and 

help negotiation process  

General assembly and consensus 

building  

Sharing the ongoing negotiation process 

and getting users and stakeholders 

consent 

Increased users' preparedness and 

reduce illegal logging, poaching and 

unsustainable collection of firewood  

Negotiation on boundary, 

operational plan developed, CF 

handed over   

Forest and grassland boundary 

delineation, analyzing social and 

biophysical condition  

Legitimate leadership, formal forest 

management rights, increased  

participation  

Short term and long term plan 

prepared  

Forest management and development 

action plan, SWOT analysis and identified 

stakeholders roles  

Strengthen leadership, increased users 

trust with leader and clear action plan 

with activities and timeline  

Nursery established, plantation in 

10ha, thinning pruning activities, 

grazing minimized 

Role and responsibility of users, leaders 

and related stakeholders defined and 

agreed 

Increased forest productivity, increased 

pole size trees, legal harvesting of timber 

(1400 cft in 2014), decreased illegal 

logging cases, livelihood activities for 

land-poor and marginalized groups  

Regular technical and financial 

support from DFO 

 Regular visits of AFO and DFO, supported 

Rs 1 lakh for nursery, Rs 1 lakh for 

plantation and fencing  

Learning and sharing with senior 

forest officials from forest 

department and district leaders  

Recognizing landless contribution on 

forest management, providing them legal 

rights and opportunities    

Better management of forest, increased 

legal authority and sense of possession, 

increased responsibility of leaders  

 

EC planning for next steps 

Documentation, analysis, 

reflections among CF leaders, users  

Identify priliminary issues through 

bilateral meetings with neighbouring CF 

leaders 

Inception, followed by presentation of 

PAR approach, agreement and planning 

Series of Tole meetings, bilateral and 

multilateral meeting among CF leaders, 

DFO and FECOFUN

Negotiation with neighbouring CF, 

received forest management rights  

Visioning and planning workshop 

with CFUG leaders 

Learning and sharing among 

forest officials,  stakeholders 



 

External facilitation became instrumental in forging 

constructive dialogue between DFO neighboring CF

Federation of Community Forestry 

(FECOFUN), and political parties. The CF

boundary dispute and forest officials were convinced 

that the CF handover will reduce illegal activities.

the DFO handed over Janakalyan CF along with two 

others: Maharaja CF and Buddha CF in 2014

DFO opined, "We, as forest officials, if assured that there is 

no internal conflict among the user groups and 

neighboring CF and also if the user groups are capable 

taking ownership in conservation and management of 

forest, then we have no reason for not handing over CF as 

they have right to manage these resources."

This outcome is a result of series of activities under 

adaptive learning process (as shown in table 2 above

The adaptive learning process after the CF handover is 

primarily focused in capacity building of the

implementation of planned activities, empowering users 

and executive committee on management

governance training, assessment and revision of CF 

activities and leadership training are 

activities that are being planned.  

Policy Recommendations 

Re-orient policies and programmes towards 

involving and incentivizing landless

communities in and around forestland irrespective of 

their legal status. Current policies of eviction, 

criminalizing landless people's activities and land 

distribution through land commissions all have proved 

not only costly but also counter-productive. Therefore, 

rethinking on the current approach to resolve forest

landless conflicts is needed to get a win-win 

the forest management and local livelihoods. This 

implies that CF handover needs to be expedited 

landlessness occupied areas as well. 

Encourage and support CFUGs to be more inclusive 

to landlessness. This implies accepting 

legitimate CF members and providing them assurance of 

full and equal benefits as the other CF members is a 

better practice. This would in turn help mobilize their 

constructive efforts in sustainable forest management, 

increase rule compliance, and minimize illegal and 

unsustainable practices in forests. The burden of 

recovering encroached forestlands should not be shifted 
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instrumental in forging a 

neighboring CFs, 

 Users Nepal 

The CFUG solved the 

and forest officials were convinced 

illegal activities. Finally, 

n CF along with two 

2014. The then 

We, as forest officials, if assured that there is 

no internal conflict among the user groups and 

neighboring CF and also if the user groups are capable of 

conservation and management of 

for not handing over CF as 

" 

result of series of activities under 

ning process (as shown in table 2 above).  

CF handover is 

capacity building of the CFUG in 

implementation of planned activities, empowering users 

ment process. Good 

governance training, assessment and revision of CF 

leadership training are some of the 

 

orient policies and programmes towards 

involving and incentivizing landless and other 

communities in and around forestland irrespective of 

their legal status. Current policies of eviction, 

criminalizing landless people's activities and land 

ommissions all have proved 

ductive. Therefore, 

current approach to resolve forest-

win outcome on 

forest management and local livelihoods. This 

needs to be expedited in 

Encourage and support CFUGs to be more inclusive 

This implies accepting landless as 

legitimate CF members and providing them assurance of 

the other CF members is a 

elp mobilize their 

constructive efforts in sustainable forest management, 

increase rule compliance, and minimize illegal and 

he burden of 

should not be shifted 

to CFUGs but instead, they should be 

whatever is remained as public forest land. This would 

help develop trust amongst the local inhabitant

whether they are landowning 

Adopt a more adaptive collaborative management

not the rigid bureaucratic management of forests. We 

should acknowledge the limitations of 

legal and bureaucratic approach 

forest. We have had only partial success 

Therefore, a more adaptive approach informed b

collective analysis of specific socio

would help take decisions that lead to win

outcomes.  Not all forests with landless may be suitable 

to handover. However, the 

leaders both have to come out of the l

administrative fix of what can be done and what cannot 

be done. They should be flexible and responsive to the 

local situation and take advantage of the opportunities 

as demonstrated by the Janakalyan CFUG 

This paper is an output of a study under the CALCNR 

project. Community based Adaptive Learning in 

management of Conflicts and Natural Resources in 

Bangladesh and Nepal (CALCNR) project is supported by 

the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 

(NWO) programme on Conflict and Cooperation in the 

Management of Climate Change. CALCNR involves 

participatory action research with existing networks of 

community organisations managing nat

(water, forests and fisheries

climate challenges in Bangladesh and Nepal.
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