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Abstract: The State of Uttarakhand occupies a special place in participatory management of common natural
forest resources because of its Van Panchayat system. This article indicates that the rules and regulations
devised by the Van Panchayat Village Committee for the management of forests are unique from one Van
Panchayat to another. The study also examines the perceptions and attitude of the village communities on the
use, conservation and management of Van Panchayats. In this paper, in-depth interview and questionnaire data
about general description of villages and perceptions were examined from both qualitative and quantitative
information. Respondents have expressed their perception about their problems, attachments, committee
selection, youth and women’s participation, local development needs, work towards dispute settlement and
positive or negative attitudes towards Van Panchayats. Despite, most of the respondents supporting the
management of Van Panchayats, some respondents especially educated youths have negative attitude towards
management. The study illustrates and suggests a number of suggestions for the management of Van
Panchayats.
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INTRODUCTION development have forced policy makers and scholars to

Forest in Uttarakhand comprises about 65% of its conservation [6]. Empirical evidence has been put forward
geographical area and only 14% land is available for that local users’ groups are capable of managing natural
agriculture while more than 80% people draw their resources through collective action [7, 8].
livelihood from agriculture and animal husbandry [1, 2]. There is still disagreement, as to what are the ‘‘best
Community Forestry (CF), is an approach based on practices’’ for forest conservation [9, 10] with some
collective action, has been increasingly accepted as advocating strict protection and others arguing for
suitable for the sustainable management and utilisation of alternative schemes such as community based, locally
forest  resources,  particularly  in  developing  countries implemented conservation. The debate partly originates
[3- 5]. These forests are an important source of livelihood from the fact that most forests have traditionally been and
resources for the hill communities. In such a prevailing still are, inhabited and managed by local people [11-14]
situation, relationship of communities with the forest and that even forested areas considered under strict
resource is quite natural and has been in existence as a protection regimes are either inhabited or within the limits
part of tradition. An important confusion exists on of expanding human populations [15].
whether the utilisation of forests under CF been optimal The active participation and involvement of local
or even significant in terms of meeting the needs of local people either at community or individual level is essential
people and contributing to local community development. towards conservation of the forest and other natural
The poor outcomes that followed decades of intrusive resources. The central Himalayas of India are famous for
natural resource management strategies and planned natural resource based agitations and their indigenous

reconsider the role of communities in resource use and
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traditional forest management system is one of the oldest. MATERIALS AND METHODS
The State of Uttarakhand occupies a special place in
participatory management of common natural forest Study Area: This study was conducted in three Van
resources because of its Van Panchayat system. The Van Panchayats, Mandal, Khalla and Bandawara of Block
Panchayats in Uttarakhand represent one of the largest Dhasoli in Chamoli district of the Garhwal region in
and most diverse experiments in decentralized common Uttarakhand, India. These villages were located within a
property management in collaboration with the State [16]. similar agro-climatic zone, largely covered by sub tropical
Access and use of forests is guided by rules elaborately forests, marked by the predominance of Banj oak
designed and implemented by the communities. (Quercus  leucotrichophora),  followed  by the Utis

A major objective of Van Panchayat is to rejuvenate (Alnus nepalensis). Mean annual maximum temperature
and manage patches of civil soyam forests for local use; was recorded as 16.41±3.60°C, mean annual minimum
it also prevents neighbouring villages  from  intruding into temperature as 6.14±1.98°C. Mean annual rainfall was
this zone, once formally demarcated as a Van Panchayat recorded as 2044.47±476.01 mm. At the study site, the year
forest. Protection of forest from fire, illicit felling and is represented by three main seasons; the cool and
preventing damage to trees due to lopping along with relatively dry winter (November to March); the warm and
grazing is also the responsibility of Van Panchyats [17]. dry summer (mid-April to June); the warm and wet period
Responsibilities of VPs are laid out in the law to ensure (July to mid-September) the monsoon.
that village forestland not to be diverted in any other use
and utilization of forest produce to the best advantage of Methodology: Quick appraisals were carried out in three
village community. Functioning of VPs is generally carried villages which are  situated  along  the  river  Bal  Khila.
out by the community through watching the forest on To examine the perceptions and attitudes of local people
rotational basis or a guard is appointed and salary is paid towards Van Panchayat a mixed method approach was
by community contribution. VP also grants permission for employed for data collection. The overall strategy was a
cutting grass, grazing and collection of fallen wood and combination of qualitative and quantitative techniques
charge fees with government permission. Rights of which were used to inform increasingly specific question
extraction of resin, NTFPs and trees are also given to VPs templates for various stages of the study. In order to
on recommendation of government [18]. It also have right address questions about local people’s perceptions and
to punish or fine for violating the rules. Besides, each VP attitude at an individual level, we emphasized qualitative
makes its own rules and regulation as per needs and approaches to data collection. Research methods included
wisdom. Realizing important role of VPs in managing participant observation, in-depth individual-level
community forests, state government initiated a drive for interviewing, focus group interviewing, participatory rural
formation of new VPs in 2002 that has resulted in  at  total appraisal (PRA) activities and open-ended survey
number of 12, 089 VPs by 2007 against total 15,000 villages interviews which included both quantitative and
in the state. According to [19], Van Panchyats are facing qualitative questions. The open ended questioner were
new challenges and threats in the form of target driven composed in English and then translated in Hindi
policies imposed from above. However, due to lack of depending on the preference of the respondent and
financial resources, policy support and weakening interviews were documented in English.
management practices, VPs in recent years are observed The data was collected in three stages. The first stage
as less effective institution, especially in comparison to its involved a rapid assessment of the study area in order to
glorious past. In view of these problems faced by the Van obtain an overall perspective of the villages and Van
Panchayats, the major objective set for the study was to Panchayat and   the  second  stage of  data  collection
understand the local people’s perception on various was done in the villages through door to door survey.
issues related to: (i) challenges and threats to Van The third stage of data collection was to get information
Panchayat (ii) examine the potential of conservation and through meetings and group discussion with “Van
sustainable management of Van Panchayats with the Panchayat Village Committee” members. To ensure the
people’s participation and impact of major management overall sustainable development of the region by striking
decision on the livelihood of local people and (iii) social a balance between conservation of forest resources and
and ecological impacts of Van Panchyats. better livelihood opportunities for the resource dependent
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population, the opinion of the respondents was sought This argument is also supported by [20] findings in that
on some alternative income generating activities such as conservation  outcomes   were   largely   influenced by
promotion of agriculture based enterprise through the rules made and acknowledged by local forest users;
sericulture and horticulture, cultivation of medicinal plants The main products under harvesting include dried
and promotion of eco-tourism. fuelwood, fodder, litter, NTFP’s and timber.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION Van Panchayat when opened for collection activities is

The three villages represents a range of altitude, quantity collected depends upon the needs of the local
topography, forest types, dependence of the people on villagers. Products extracted collectively after a thinning
the forests for a number of products (e.g., fodder, or clearing operation are distributed equally amongst
fuelwood, NTFPs, etc.), management history of the villagers. On special occasions such as marriages,
community forests, socio-economic conditions, village religious ceremonies, villagers can harvest extra fuelwood
population, availability of other forests in surrounding to and timber by paying small fee. The demarcation of the
extract resources, accessibility of the villages and peoples boundary in Van Panchayats is not proper. In some places
aspiration that usually effect the decision making process it was of stone walls but in other  places  it  was  located
considerably. by placing cemented poles locally known as “Manera”.

Dependency of Local People on Van Panchayats: People irregular movements such as illegal lopping, animal
in these villages depend highly  on  Van  Panchayats grazing, forest fires etc. Penalties were also levied on
forest  to  draw fodder, fuel-wood, timber, Non timber members found adopting unsustainable forest resource
forest  products  (NTFPs)  and other daily livelihoods. extraction practices and amount of penalty depends on
The household surveys showed that forest wood is the offence.
primary source of energy for cooking and heating, A number of indigenous resource management
whereas only few families are using LPG (liquefied practices, e.g., management of community forests, that
petroleum gas) occasionally. The total fuelwood evolved after a long period of trial and error exist in the
consumption per year of Bandawara, Mandal and Khalla region. Management practices such as these emphasise
villages were 136.272, 293.617 and 165.27 tonnes. The the need for people’s participation in order to strike a
preferred fuelwood species were Quercus glauca, balance between the biodiversity conservation and
Quercus leucotrichophora, Alnus nepalensis, Qurecus meeting the basic socio-economic needs of the resource
dilata, Betula alnoides, Myrica esculenta and Rumex dependent communities [21, 22]. This can be achieved by
acetosa. bringing out multi sectoral dimensions of the socio-

The animal species and races were very traditional. economic and ethical aspects of natural resource
Buffalo, cow and ox holding per family in Bandawara, conservation, following an integrated approach [23]. As
Mandal and Khalla were (1.05, 0.4, 0.6), (1.65, 1.65, 1.85) per the Van Panchayat Rules, 2005 (Rules 11 and 12),
and (1.7, 1.2, 1.45) individuals, respectively. The total District Forest Officer (DFO) shall prepare a composite
fodder consumption per  year  of  Bandawara,  Mandal management plan for all Panchayati forest under his
and Khalla were 2764.91, 4381.63  and  4152.34  tonnes. control. It is suggested that there should be change in the
The various preferred fodder species are Bauhinia policy so that VP should have exclusive power for
variegata, Morus alba, Quercus dilata, Pennisteum
purpereum, Cenchrus ciliaris, Debregeasia salicifolia
and Valeriana hardwickii

Conservation and Management Practices: The rules and
regulations were devised by the Van Panchayat Village
Committee for management of the forests. These rules and
regulation are unique from one Van Panchayat to another
in various management activities such as division of
forest land, management for grazing, lopping, plantation,
collection of fodder and fuelwood and  plantation  etc.

A decision to harvest from a particular portion of the

taken by the community members together and the

The Van Panchayat members watch over their forests for

planning, implementation & management of Panchayat
forest. During the preparation of micro-plan by the general
meeting of right holders, the micro-plan should not go to
DFO. Instead forest official must be present in such
meetings for clarification and discussion.

Perception of Local Villagers about Van Panchayat:
Information collected indicates significant improvement in
attitude of community towards sustaining the VPs for
long run and active role in developing micro plan for their
respective VPs. The Sarpanch of Bandawara herself noted
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the unity of villagers toward the VP. “In our villages, we held for several years. As per the Van Panchayat Rules
worship the forest and the land. We get everything from 2005 (Rule 7) Sub-Divisional Magistrate (SDM) shall
this forest. All our problems are solved  by  this forest”. constitute a VP committee. Elected members will elect a
One of the respondent stated that a strong Van Panchayat Sarpanch from amongst themselves. It is suggested that
can serve as the backbone of a village if it contributes it should be left to the people to decide such matters in
sufficiently to the sustenance of the households. Its the general body meeting of VP. Another aspect in need
effective functioning can lead to the formation of newer of attention is irregularity in elections.
commons. The woman Sarpanch in Bandawara states that
everyone in the village is a rightful member of the Role and Powers of Sarpanch and its Committee: Most of
institution. “This is my village, my forest”. One of the the respondents are of the view that the major functions
respondent of Mandal village (working in NGO) states of the VP committee include the prevention of felling,
that “Van Panchayat has aimed at granting people the encroachment, the construction of boundary pillars, the
decision-making power to use and manage forest equitable distribution of forest produces, as well as the
resources and also offered the opportunity for socially implementation of directives of the SDM. The Sarpanch
marginalized people specifically women to be involved and committee also have the power to impose fines on
in community decision making”. The Khalla Sarpanch violators and seize intruding cattle. It is responsible for
suggested that “Sustainable management is important the sale of grass and fuel wood. 
because the next generation will benefit from it. Without According to the Khalla Sarpanch, “the new rules
the forest, there’s nothing and villager should be require meetings of the VP to take place only once every
educated to contribute for its conservation”. two months and general meetings of all village rights-

On the other hand there were a few respondents who holders twice a year to discuss Panchayat expenditures
were reluctant about the concept of conservation, citing and development work”. According to her there has been
the imposed restriction on the use of natural resources by a decline in the frequency of meetings held by the VP in
the forest department as one of the major reasons of not recent years. At the same time, in Mandal the Sarpanch
supporting such a concept. Some of the respondents complained that “he informed of meetings several times to
claimed that “they not to use the Van Panchayat so much the village people about the Panchayat activities, but
as earlier due to the change in rules by the forest the number of attendance was very less”.
departments, the men attended its meetings only According to Van Panchayat Rules, 2005 (Rule 25)
asserting their ownership over the village forests. Only the Sarpanch shall be responsible for the overall
control has increased, nothing more” functioning of VP, which include calling and presiding

The content of the VP new rules in Uttarakhand meetings, directing and managing the establishment,
suggest loss of decision making space for local villagers works and accounts. The civil administrative officer
[19]. As per the Van Panchayat regulation 2005A, forest (SDM) has been given the power to remove a member of
department looks after the affairs of Van Panchayats, thus the Van Panchayat; instead the Van Panchayat should be
handing control of management of Panchayat forests to empowered to decide the matter in a democratic manner.
the Forest Department. Similarly, the Divisional Forest
Officer (DFO), who sits far away from the real situation, Role of Women’s in the Van Panchayat: In all these Van
has been given the responsibility of formulating the Panchayats lack of employment has led to a high male
management  plan  where  the  Panchayat  forest exists. out-migration in search of employment, which makes the
As a result, Van Panchayat does not play any role in the women left behind effectively managers of the rural
management plan. It is suggested that it would be better household economy. It is quite interesting that in
if government agencies act as the facilitator rather than Bandawara Van Panchayat Committee all members are
the scrutinizers of people’s institutions. The need is to women’s including the Sarpanch and in Khalla Van
consider people as stakeholders and not beneficiaries. Panchayat Committee out of 9 members 4 are women,

Method of Van Panchayat Committee Member Selection: of women residing in rural villages is devoted in collection
The VP committee members are selected through proper of fuel, fodder and water. In Khalla and Bandawara
meetings held in the village, where elders mostly elect the villages most members selected are women’s because
interesting and knowledgeable person. According to the most are of the people are of the view that women’s know
rules, election is mandatory every five years but in more about Van Panchayats and also spends more time in
Mandal Van Panchayats where elections have not been collection activities in the Van Panchayat.

including the Sarpanch. In Himalayan region most the time
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According to Van Panchayat Rules, 2005, (Rule 7) 4 Van Panchayat office bearers there to resolve their
seats are reserved for women of whom one is for SC/ST. problems and there should be rule for the outsider
In this rule the reservation for women and SC/ST is a offenders also. Quick disposal of cases and imposition of
welcome step and should have been done long back. It is heavy penalty can instil fear among encroachers/rule
suggested that members, especially women and youth, of violators. A new rule/mechanism is urgently needed in
Van Panchayats should be trained to monitor social and this regard.
conservation schemes. Policy change can reduce
migration by providing alternative livelihood Perception of Local Villagers about Problems Related
opportunities and also salaries should be provided for the Van Panchayat: Forest related problems are diverse,
committee members. complex and far reaching. The Sarpanch of the Mandal

Perception about Role of Youth’s in the Van Panchayat: interference has resulted in Van Panchayats losing their
The dependence on cash income, the lack of interest of original character. The interference by the forest
young men in the VP comes from the fact that, since the department into the functioning of Van Panchayats is
VP is a community institution, the members and Sarpanch fast eroding the spirit of forest conservation by the local
do not get any salaries from the government. Youths are communities". Experience shows that the efficiency of
mostly the carrier oriented. Some of the respondents VPs to generate funds and management is still not
pointed out that modernity had drastically changed adequate in whole state [24]. Interest of community
peoples’ aspirations and priorities. The Bandawara towards VP activities and its functioning is
Sarpanch summed up that “Nowadays, the youths don’t underprivileged and status of awareness among VP
want to participate in Van Panchayat committee”. There council members is also in-appropriate to manage and
should be a change in policy by fixing salary to the strengthen VPs. VPs are facing acute problem of
committee members, so that more youths will be involved resources for its management resulting in exploitation of
in the management activities will be carried out effectively various natural resources and reducing the potential for
and with full-time commitment. promoting income generating activities. As per the 2005

Perception of Local Villagers about Offender’s Fine on duties to look after the Van Panchayat. Thus, Van
the Illegal Extraction of Forest Products: The Sarpanch Panchayats - the village level institutions - have come
imposes fines on violators and seize intruding cattle and fully under the control of government bodies [25]. It is
their tools, but the problem is mainly solved by the elders suggested that there should be change in the policy so as
of the village only by avoiding the problem. But in some to infuse a sense of ownership of the forest coupled with
cases the fine imposed depends upon the Sarpanch and management for local as well as national needs. Instead,
condition and reason of offence. Sarpanch of Bandawara custodial ideas of the DFO making the decisions for
said, “If people cut grass, we first tell them nicely not to people (often covertly) have simply been reinforced and
do so. If they disobey, we have a VP meeting and punish put on work in the new policy context. Therefore, there is
them. Sarpanch complained that, “the fine imposed is not a need not only for real devolution of power to the local
too much so, in many cases we didn’t impose fine level, but also for a change in conceptual and ideological
because after imposing light amount of money everyone assumption about the role of state bureaucracy as a
will try to do such illegal works”. Sarpanch also facilitator, not as a decision maker and implementer of CF.
complained, “Even when we registered complaints
against offenders to the Patwari, he did not give them Perception about Non-Governmental Organizations
any penalties. Offenders should have been punished
instantly, so that regulations were maintained. When
complaints are made, the department often takes several
months or even years to take action”.

In the Van panchayat rule the power of Van
Panchayats to punish offenders from outside the
concerned villages is not clear. It is suggested that
DFO/Assistant Conservator of Forests (ACF)/SDM
should sit at the block level twice/ thrice in a year and call

has complained that “the recent increase in government

rules innumerable forest officials have been assigned

(NGO’s) Role in the Van Panchayat: According to
respondents the intervention of the NGO’s in these Van
Panchayat were less, they have worked earlier but not
continuous. The NGO’s have mainly worked in the
plantation schemes in this area. Recently in Khalla Van
Panchayat an NGO’s had done a plantation of 2 hectare of
Ringal (Dwarf bamboo) of nearly 5000 plants on 2 hectare
in 2009. NGO’s is also responsible for the introduction of
Napier  fodder  grass  in  the  region.  It  is  suggested that
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Table 1: A summary of ecological and social impacts of Van Panchayat
Villages Ecological and social impacts
Mandal, Khalla The forests have developed and became dense in all the villages.
and Bandawara Soil erosion and landslides were checked in village Bandawara by the construction of check dams.

The Van Panchayat and adjoining land is moister in all three villages and water yield of springs arising improved.
The Oak has expands its territory as the lopping was banned from last years. Complete ban on any green harvesting
of trees from forests in all the three van Panchayats.
The regeneration of the Oak species is natural in all Van Panchayat and there is a plantation of Ringal (Dwarf Bamboo),
Cinnamomum tamala and Bamboo etc.
There is an increase in fodder yield and contribution of fodder to the village has also increased.
Coordination among village people on the forest protection became strong but it was observed young and educated people
were less interested.
There is a lot of involvement of Womens in the protection of the forests in all the Van Panchayats. The ladies groups are
particularly active for protection of forests from forest fire and other illicit acts especially in Khalla and Bandawara Van
Panchayat as their Sarpanch are ladies.
There is a feeling of belonging to the forests. All the villagers of these Van Panchayats are the guards of the forests now.
The Sarpanch of the Mandal village are confident that forests are better maintained by the village community than the forest departments.

need to play more active roles in keeping these assistance by the government to the people. Generating
institutions alive by bringing the communities to the a sense of trust and cooperation between resource users
centre stage of decision making and promoting and the managers by frequent dialogues will be key to the
participatory forest management at the grassroots level. success for the development of these villages.
These bodies should be involved in the preparation of
plans for economic development and also the Ecological and Social Impacts of Van Panchayat: There
implementation of schemes for economic development. are some of the ecological and social impacts of the van

Perception about Activities for Development of Van was no any format / proper device to record these
Panchayat: Most of the respondents are of the view that indicators of change. Most of the description is
following steps should be taken for development of Van subjective and based on the  memory  of  the  members.
Panchayats: The impacts range from a total failure to appreciable

Promote horticulture as a complementary livelihood Presently plantation/afforestation has no place in the
pursuit among those interested. rules. It is generally done by the Forest Department with
Promote medicinal plant cultivation so that there will passive participation of concerned villagers. Rules need
be increase in income and lesser dependence on wild to be incorporated in the existing system so that every
collection year each Van Panchayat carries out some
Ecotourism should be promoted and can be used as plantation/afforestation work depending upon available
an alternative and better income opportunities. There land. These Van Panchayats have resources for sale of
is a need to diversify tourism base so that it respects NTFP seeds/fruits, medicinal plants and ecotourism etc.
culture, society and nature. which are presently either used scarcely or sales are
Proper partnership between Van Panchayats, NGOS unorganized. If some mechanism is put in place in the
and Forest Department can enhance the development rules, these resources can be used for the benefit of the
in the region. villagers and can increase the income of Van Panchayats
The young and educated people should be employed by introducing some type of levy on collection and scale.
in various government schemes.

Himalaya is the store house for a variety of medicinal
herbs, such as medicinal plant farming has been 1. Singh, J.S and S.P . Singh, 1992. Forests of Himalaya,
ascertained as a potential source of income-generating Gyanodaya Prakashan, Nainital, India.
[26, 27]. The promotion of medicinal plant cultivation to 2. Singh, S.P., 2007. Himalayan Forest Ecosystem
local people will be an important step for source of income Services: CHEA; Kyoto Think Global Act Local
generating, which needs to be supported by providing Project, India.

Panchayats in the studied villages. It was felt that there

amount of success across the villages.
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