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blame, or extend state reach farther into social processes. It is when such calculations are present that
we might see powerful support for decentralization. Without such support, it is unlikely that meaningful
decentralization will take place. Even if decentralization programs are initiated, they are likely to suffer
setbacks and retreat. Local actors have an important role to play in the initiation of decentralization
reforms, but by themselves they are likely not to have the requisite resources or capacities to push for
decentralization. A clearer understanding of the origins of decentralization, therefore, requires attention
to the major actors involved and their interests.

If the initiation of decentralization policies is a highly political affair, so is their maintenance.
Once again, the support of some central state political actor may be essential, but for long-term success
it is as important to examine how local level politics articulates with decentralization reforms. Ultimately,
because local political actors are less powerful than international donors or central government actors,
their interests are likely ignored in decentralization unless they can form effective lobbying groups
through networking or organization. The trick for advocates of decentralization therefore, is to align the
private interests of powerful decision-makers who are responsible for making collective choices about
forestry policies with the attempt to facilitate organization of local actors who can create additional
pressures in their favor.2

Property Rights and Decentralization
The multidimensionality of decentralization is reflected in the many terms that refer to it, among

them, deconcentration, delegation, devolution, deregulation, privatization, and denationalization.3 In the
context of the management of natural resources, decentralization can be defined as any act by which a
central government cedes rights of decision-making over resources to actors and institutions at lower
levels in a politico-administrative and territorial hierarchy.4 Usually, the means through which new actors
and institutions come to gain new powers of decisionmaking are different combinations of property
rights.5 Property rights themselves can be defined as relationships among actors with respect to things
(Bromley 1992) such as natural resources. Property rights are always contestable, and the degree to
which they are actually contested contributes to attenuation of the capacity of the holder to exercise
them effectively.

2This paper brackets the question of when local groups will self-organize. For a careful analysis
of this question see Ostrom (1990, 1999).

3For definitions of these terms and their relationship to decentralization, see Rondinelli et al.
1989, Ostrom et al. 1993, Maniates 1990, Dahal 1996, Rondinelli and Nellis 1985, Dahal 1996, and
Smoke 1993. A large literature elaborates the meanings of decentralization, and we refer only to the
directly relevant arguments.

4Philip Mawhood, Local Government in the Third World (Chichester: John Wiley, 1983);
Brian C. Smith, Decentralization: The Territorial Dimension of the State (London: George Allen,
1985).

5As Commons (1968) has observed, a property right is an enforceable authority to undertake
particular actions in a specific domain.



Typically, successful decentralization of resource management results in the creation of new
common resources as central governments shift control through delegation of property rights to new
actors who can make decisions about the disposition of these resources. The creation of new commons
is an important development in natural resource policies worldwide.6 As government formulate new
rules, they allow district and other lower level actors greater leeway in deciding the fate of locally
situated resources. When decentralization is relatively far reaching, as for forests in India through the
Joint Forest Management Program, or in Nepal's Community Forestry, even local residents in village
communities and their representatives can come to gain new powers of decisionmaking and new
property rights over local forest resources. Since decentralization of the type governments are currently
undertaking in developing countries is ostensibly designed to create and manage common resources
better, the large literature on common property theory is especially useful to analyze the extent to which
decentralization programs are successful.

Different types of property rights over resources, whether held juridically, or exercised
authoritatively, can create varying consequences for use and management. Schlager and Ostrom (1992)
identify five property rights that are most relevant for the use of common-pool resources: access,
withdrawal, management, exclusion, and alienation. These are defined as:

Access:

Withdrawal:

Management:

Exclusion:

Alienation:

The right to enter a defined physical area and enjoy nonsubtractive
benefits (e.g., hiking, canoeing, sitting in the sun).
The right to obtain resource units or products of a resource system
(e.g., cutting fire wood or timber, harvesting mushrooms, diverting
water).
The right to regulate internal use patterns and transform the resource by
making improvements (e.g., planting seedlings and thinning trees)
The right to determine who will have an access right, and how that right
may be transferred.
The right to sell or lease management and exclusion rights.

6According to a survey of Forest Departments by the Food and Agriculture Organization, more
than 50 countries claim to be moving toward involving user communities in some form in the
management of forest resources (FAO 1999).

7See Kiser and E. Ostrom, 1982; Oakerson, 1992; Ostrom, Gardner and Walker, 1994;
Ostrom, forthcoming. Many of the scholars who have contributed to the development of this framework
have been closely associated with the Workshop in Political Theory and Policy Analysis at Indiana
University, Bloomington.





Classes of Property-Right Holders and Outcomes
In examining the set of property rights listed above - access, use, management, exclusion, and

alienation - it is clear that forms of ownership do not hinge on a single type of property right. Private
property is frequently defined as a well-defined right of alienation. Alienation is also often seen as
necessary to promote efficient use of resources since property-rights holders otherwise cannot trade
their interest in an improved resource system for other resources, nor can someone who has a more
efficient use of a resource system purchase a system in whole or in part (Demsetz, 1967). On the other
hand, it is assumed that property-rights systems that include the right to alienation will be transferred
voluntarily through market exchanges from lower valued uses to their highest valued use. Larson and
Bromley (1990) challenge this commonly held view and show that much more information must be
known about the specific values of a large number of parameters before judgements can be made
concerning the efficiency of a particular type of property right.

In our analysis we find it more useful to define five classes of property-rights holders, as shown
in Table 1. "Authorized entrants" are those who possess an operational right to enter and enjoy the
natural beauty of the park, but not the right to harvest forest products. Recreational users of parks and
forests, worshipers of spirits and deities that are believed to live in forests, or individuals walking
through a forest fall into this category.

[Table 1 about here]

Those who have both the right to enter and to harvest some forms of products are "authorized
users." Operational rules (created in collective choice processes) determine whether there are
constraints upon the timing, technology and purpose of use, and quantity of resource units harvested.
Operational rights of entry and use may be finely divided into quite specific, and sometimes overlapping
"tenure niches" that vary by season, by use, by technology, and by space (Bruce, 1995, Bruce,
Fortmann, and Nhira 1993). Operational rules may allow authorized users to transfer access and
withdrawal rights either temporarily through a rental agreement, or permanently when these rights are
assigned or sold to others (see Adasiak, 1979, for a description of the rights of authorized users of the
Alaskan salmon and herring fisheries).

"Claimants" possess the operational rights of access and withdrawal plus a collective-choice
right of management. The right to manage includes decisions concerning the construction and
maintenance of facilities, the authority to devise limits on harvesting rights, and the ability to enforce
limits.8 Having at least the bundle of rights associated with being "claimants" is a crucial step in enabling
local users to have an effective voice and manage sustainably (Schlager and E. Ostrom, 1993). When
local users are able to make their own rules concerning how to limit the timing, location, and technology
of use, they are able to begin to learn how to devise rules that fit local circumstances (Ostrom, 1990).

A major problem in trying to devise management rules for an entire country from a central
governmental office is that the characteristics of diverse ecological zones can vary dramatically even
within a country. The effectiveness of management will then depend on an enormous number and range



of variables that centralized decision making simply cannot take into account. But the importance of
local knowledge has been ignored in much of the forest policy of developing countries. The scientific
forestry principles upon which forestry policies are often based are often ineffective without local
knowledge that can help to identify scientific findings relevant to a particular location or problem.
Further, when national officials are underpaid and understaffed, trying to develop different and effective
management plans for a large number of local forests is highly unlikely to be undertaken. Thus, in many
cases, the devotion to centrally designed, scientifically informed forest policy has meant open access to
forests, and degradation over time since local users do not have more than de facto user rights with no
rights to devise rules limiting use or requiring monitoring and other input resources.

"Proprietors" hold the same rights as claimants with the addition of the right to determine who
may access and harvest from a resource. Most of the property systems that are called "common-
property" regimes involve participants who are proprietors and have four of the above rights, but do
not possess the right to sell their management and exclusion rights even though they most frequently
have the right to bequeath it to members of their family (Berkes, 1989; Bromley et al., 1992; K. Martin,
1979; McCay and Acheson, 1987). Empirical studies have repeatedly found that the rights proprietors
possess can be sufficient to make decisions that promote long-term investment and harvesting from a
resource.9

Thus, we would expect that decentralization programs that actually empowered local users to
be proprietors - even without the right to sell these rights to others - generate sufficient incentives on
the part of local users that one could expect improved outcomes over time. Because of the right to
exclude others, those who jointly hold proprietorship rights are able not only to make rules to manage a
resource but to keep others who are not willing to contribute to the costs of management from receiving
the benefits. A crucial problem to be solved, however, is how local users can gain some confidence
that such rights will not be taken away. This is a major problem in countries where all non-agricultural
land has been nationalized in the last century so that local users have lost property rights to use local
forests through a sweeping legislative act (Arnold and Campbell, 1986).

"Owners" possess the right of alienation—the right to transfer a good in any way the owner
wishes that does not harm the physical attributes or uses of other owners—in addition to the bundle of
rights held by a proprietor. An individual, a private corporation, a government, or a communal group
may possess full ownership rights to any kind of good including a common-pool resource (Montias,

series of studies of inshore fisheries, self-organized irrigation systems, forest user groups, and
groundwater institutions, proprietors tended to develop strict boundary rules to exclude non-
contributors; established authority rules to allocate withdrawal rights; devised methods for monitoring
conformance, and used graduated sanctions against those who do not conform to these rules (Agrawal,
1994; Blomquist, 1992; Schlager, 1994; Tang, 1994; Lam, 1998). In densely settled regions, however,
proprietorship over agricultural land may not be sufficient (Feder et al. 1988; Feder and Feeny, 1991).



in a local office instead of in the nation's capital, but they do not themselves have a long-term interest in
sustaining the resource. Obtaining at least some rights to the continued use of a resource may
encourage local users to perceive long-term interests in a local resource, but such limited property rights
do not establish strong incentives to manage such resources sustainably. Without the operational level
right to manage a resource, local users cannot consider various ways of growing and planting seedlings,
thinning non-commercial trees for use as firewood, and restricting the grazing of cattle in a forest.
Without the collective-choice right to exclude others, local users can still fear that any effort made to
limit harvesting will benefit others who also assert a future right to harvest. And, even with these rights,
the absence of constitutional choice rights may mean that existing rights of local users can be taken
away by distant powerholders without consultation. Therefore, decentralization can be said to have
occurred only when governments devolve property rights over resources that conform to the collective
and constitutional choice levels. A simple granting of operational level actions in relation to forest
resources is insufficient to justify claims of decentralization.11

Decentralization of Forest Control in India and Nepal

11 We can point out in passing that decentralization of all the rights - access, use, management,
exclusion, and alienation - only facilitates self-organization. Not all local groups will self-organize
themselves to manage local forests in a sustainable manner simply because central governments are
willing to devolve authority. Self-organization requires overcoming barriers to collective action as well.

1976; Dahl and Lindblom, 1963). The rights of owners, however, are never absolute. Even private
owners have responsibilities not to generate particular kinds of harms for others (Demsetz, 1967).
Some policy recommendations for complete decentralization recommend that local users be given full
ownership rights, but this would be the strongest form of decentralization since then local users could do
anything they wanted with the forested land they owned including selling all timber or selling the land
itself.



Decentralization of control and management of forest resources around the world takes a
number of forms where property rights are concerned. For the most part it occurs under the general
rubric of community-based conservation, with varying degrees of control over property granted to
communities and their representatives. At one end of the continuum, we can distinguish those
circumstances where national governments, in response to a variety of political forces, relax their
control sufficiently to allow local users institutional rights corresponding to those of the proprietor. At
another end are initiatives that permit users greater rights of access and use (authorized entrant and
user), but few claimant or proprietorial rights. In the middle would be a host of other situations in which
local residents may be allowed some managerial or decision-making rights, and rights to determine
whether others can access or use forests.

The following case studies illustrate the different forms of decentralization of central state
control over forests. In Kumaon, India, villagers won significant property rights over forests to become
proprietors over large areas of forests through the Forest Councils system. This was the result of a long
period of struggle by villagers at the turn of the previous century. In the 1980s, the central Indian

the results of Joint Forest Management efforts have lagged far behind what a colonial government was
willing to devolve in the 1920 and the 1930s. In Nepal's Middle Hills, a widespread program of
devolution of forested areas under the Community Forestry program has created thousands of active
forest user groups. But in the Terai region of Nepal, where the government has sought to decentralize
control over National Parks and Protected Areas and involve residents in the Parks and People
Program, the results have fallen far short of what might be called effective decentralization. The four
case studies together illustrate the elements we have highlighted in a property rights framework to
analyze decentralization. They also provide some indication of when decentralization is likely to be more
successful.

Decentralization and Forests in Kumaon in India
The forest councils of Kumaon, created in 1931 through an act of decentralization by the British

colonial state, constitute one of the oldest surviving examples of formal collaboration between the state
and communities for resource management. Local level collective action by villagers, and bureaucratic







has been the limited success of the Forest Department in protecting forests under its control. For
example, in the early 1980s, satellite pictures of vegetation cover revealed that although the forest
department controlled about 25% of India's land, only about 11% had significant cover. The different
state governments have had other reasons as well, among them, aid from donors for community-based
conservation.

The National Forest Policy of 1988, government orders by many states, and the Government of
India policy instructions of 1990 are the formal instruments that have launched Joint Forest
Management (Arora 1994). By 1998, 20 out of 25 Indian states had passed resolutions to encourage
the setting of village-level forest protection committees. At this point nearly all the Indian states are
involved.

Degree of decentralization of property rights
In most states the forested area to be covered through Joint Forest Management is land that has

less than 40% crown cover. The primary mechanism of decentralization are village-level Forest
Protection Committees. Although informal local bodies had managed forests in many parts of India
even before Joint Forest Management, now it is Forest Department officials who register existing
committees and often initiate new committees. Officials are also empowered to dissolve the committees
(Poffenberger and Singh 1996). Because of the substantial powers Forest officials have in forming,
registering, and dissolving local committees, many villagers perceive the process to be arbitrary and
biased.

For the most part, the members of forest committees members of forest committees gain the
benefit of using the non-timber forest products from their village forests, and a share of the proceeds
from the sale of timber once forests have matured. Villagers do not have the right to harvest timber
products, unless the wood is dry or has fallen to the ground. In some cases, their share of the proceeds
from timber harvests is limited, and has been reduced after successful protection (Mahapatra 2000).

researched example, but other instances are available in Kangra (Agrawal 1994), Karnataka (Gadgil
and Guha 1995), Bastar in Madhya Pradesh (Sundar 1997), and the Dangs in Gujarat (Skaria 1999).
It would be fair to conclude that although many instances of cooperation between government and
village populations to protect and manage forests can be cited, historically the more familiar relationship
is one of hostility between the forest department and forest dependent groups.

Origins, actors, and their interests
Joint Forest Management, with its objective of better management of forests through

cooperation between the Forest Department and village communities, marks an important shift in the
strategy of environmental conservation in India (Kolawalli 1995, Krishnaswamy 1995). The impetus for



The degree to which villagers can frame their own rules of use and management is significantly shaped
by Forest Department officials. Indeed, Forest Department interventions in day-to-day management of
village forests are often quite high (Sundar and Jeffery 1999). Villagers clearly have the responsibility to
protect trees and vegetation and the ability to allocate non-timber benefits within the community. But
where more significant issues are at stake as transfer of power to villagers, formation of forest
protection committees, share in timber sales, or ability to negotiate rule changes, villagers are highly
constrained in their ability to act (Kumar 2000, Sundar 2000).

Outcomes
There are no comprehensive assessments of what has resulted from Joint Forest Management

across the forested landscape in India (but see Jeffrey and Sundar 1999, Poffenberger and McGean
1996). According to a recent study (Khare et al. 2000), however, protection committees now cover
nearly 70,000 sq kms, more than 10% of Indian forests. An earlier analysis estimated nearly 24,000
protection committees to be in existence (Agarwal 1997). There are remarkable variations in
accomplishments, but it is likely that Joint Forest Management has provided many villagers with
increased legitimate access to important livelihood resources. Increased access to non-timber resources
has occurred in tandem with continuing efforts by the Forest Department to control silvicultural aspects
of forestry and commercial revenues from sale of timber. Within communities, participation and
allocation of benefits varies greatly by caste, gender, class, and occupation. For example, because of
membership rules that specify a single member from an household to the forest protection committee,
women often have little say in the limited rights of management that villagers exercise. Finaly, an
accurate assessment of the program is difficult because of conflicting objectives of foresters who most
often see it as a means to protect forests, and villagers who view it is a solution to problems of shortage
of firewood and fodder, or as a way to improve income.

Indeed, many of the outcomes of Joint Forestry Management may appear paradoxical. The
Forest Department that traditionally favored commercial timber species/and centralized management
has now also begun to promote the planting of indigenous species, and|solicit limited participation.
International organizations have poured funds into a participatory environmental management scheme
that, like most many such schemes has not managed to move too far beyond populist idioms. And
finally, by incorporating a large number of forest protection committees within its own ambit, the Forest
Department has successfully recovered some measure of control and protection over degraded lands
that earlier produced little timber or even non-timber products.

Community Forestry in Nepal
Perhaps the first systematic effort to centralize forest management in Nepal took place in 1957

when the government nationalized all forests in Nepal. This assertion of control was cemented through a
series of measures between 1961 and 1970 when the state tried to curtail even the use rights of rural
residents in forests. In the absence of effective monitoring and enforcement systems, however, the new
laws had perverse effects. They undermined existing local systems of management and led to
widespread deforestation as people came to view forests as state property. The overwhelming
evidence on deforestation showed that the existing policy needed rethinking.

Origins, actors, and their interests



Today Nepal is often seen as a leader among developing countries in setting conservation goals
and priorities, and creating progressive programs and legislation related to resource management and
conservation (Heinen and Kattel, 1992). New steps toward decentralization of forest control began to
take place in the late 1970s. The precursor of current community forestry legislation were the
Panchayat Forest Rules of 1978 and the Community Forestry program of 1980. The limited
conservation objectives of these initiatives were revised with the realization by the government that
deforestation in Nepal Hills was approaching epidemic proportions. The pace of reforms accelerated
with the widespread movement for democratization, and the restoration of democracy after 1990. A
number of earlier community forestry programs launched by specific donor agencies also helped in the
formulation of new legislative measures. The current framework for community forestry legislation is
represented by the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector in 1989, the Forest Act in 1993, and new
Forest Regulations of 1995. Under the impact of these new pieces of legislation, the area of forests
managed by local user groups and the number of these groups has increased exponentially under the

Degree of decentralization of property rights
The major objectives of the new legislation are to provide forests to willing community groups,

especially in the hill areas, and establish and promote community plantations in open and degraded
areas. Community user group members are identified by the District Forest Officers on the basis of
house to house visits. These user groups then prepare their own constitutions that govern day-to-day
functioning and management. Following the demarcation of a forested area that can be handed over to
a community, a 5-year operational plan is prepared for the forest. User groups plays a direct role in
preparing and implementing the plan, with assistance from the Forest Department. The District Forest
Officer can hand over any part of a national forest to a user group in the form of a community forest
entitling it to develop, conserve, use, and manage the forest, and to sell and distribute forest products by
independently fixing the prices in the market. User groups can thus legally use their forests for
subsistence, cultivating non-timber forest products and growing trees, and harvesting forest products for
commercial processing and sale. Users are not permitted to clear the forest for agricultural purposes.
But control over commercial profits from sale of timber products is already a major departure from
forestry policies around the world

Executive committees of 10 to 15 members, elected by the general body of the forest user
group, are the norm, and are entrusted with the management of the forest. These tasks include
protection of the forest, either directly or by a guard the user groups appoints, allocation of benefits
from the forest, steps to improve the condition of vegetation cover, and sanctioning rule breakers. Rural
residents in many areas have begun to generate substantial benefits from their community forests,
including cash revenues. Revenues are not taxed, but user groups are required to spend 25% of all cash
income on collective development activities aimed at the user group membership.

Outcomes
By 1999, the new legislation had led to the formation of 8,500 community forest user groups

comprising nearly a million households. These user groups were managing more than 6,200 sq kms of
forests. This is about 10% of the total forest area of Nepal. Unofficial estimates of these numbers are
even higher. New user groups are being formed at the rate of nearly 2000 a year and they are now



active in 74 out of 75 districts of Nepal. In some areas of Nepal hills, a slow reversal of earlier
deforestation can also be witnessed (Mahapatra 2000: 8).

The nature of property rights that community forest user groups have received in Nepal places
them in the category of proprietors. They are able to use all the products from their forests, buy and sell
in markets, manage how the forest is to be used, and finally, create collective and constitutional level
rules that would affect the nature of management. But a potential problem is the question of succession.
At present most groups, mainly because they have been formed relatively recently, have the same
leaders that were selected at the time of their creation. But as the groups grow older, issues of who will
lead the group, and how transitions will occur will become increasingly important.

An important development in Nepal community forestry is the emergence of a nationwide
federation of community user groups (FECOFUN or Federation of Community Forestry Users of
Nepal), that seeks to lobby the government on behalf of its members, and to disseminate information
about community forestry more widely. It has already had occasion to actively protest against
government signals that user groups' rights to commercial profits from their forests may not be available
in the Terai region of Nepal. The forests in the Terai have far more monetary value than those in the hilly
regions. Indeed, efforts by the government to contain commercial use of community forest products
only to the Hill regions of Nepal signify the limits of the willingness of forest departments to devolve
control.

The Parks and People Program in Nepal's Terai
Decentralization of forest rights in Nepal's Terai, especially in the buffer zone of the national

parks is a somewhat different story in comparison to Community Forestry. Beginning from protection of
wildlife in royal hunting reserves, prior to 1960s, Nepal has created an extensive network of 15 national
parks, wildlife areas, hunting reserves, and conservation areas that cover nearly 15% of the country's
total area. Of this network of protected areas, five are in the Terai. These five protected areas face the
greatest problems related to conservation because each of them is in close proximity to significant
human populations.

Origins, actors and their interests
Nepal's Department of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation came into being in 1980, with

authority to administer the protected areas system in Nepal. It is part of the Ministry of Forestry, along
with the Department of Forestry. The Parks and People Program was established after negotiations
among officials in the Ministry of Forestry and the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). The
area covered by the Program is the buffer zone of the five National Parks and Wildlife Reserves in
Nepal's Terai, and comprises nearly 2,000 sq kms with a population of more than 600,000 people. An
important factor in the launching of the Program is support from the UNDP. Local residents were
unhappy with the coercive forms of protection that were used for conservation of wildlife and forest
resources in the protected areas. But there have been no systematic efforts at collective protests, nor
any attempts to pressure the government into changing its protected areas related policies.

Degree of decentralization of property rights
To address the human-nature conflicts in relation to protected areas, the Parks and People

Program aims at three objectives. One, it attempts to develop alternatives to the use of park resources



for neighboring households; two, it seeks to devise compensation mechanisms for local communities in
exchange for their exclusion from resources upon which they relied prior to the formation of the
protected area in question; and three, it tries to create incentives for local populations to change their
actions in relation to the protected areas. Development of the buffer zones that "separate a protected
area from direct human or other pressures and provides valued benefits to neighboring rural
communities" (Nepal and Weber 1994: 333, Ishwaran and Erdelen 1990), is a key element of the
conservation strategy in the Parks and People Program.

To pursue these objectives, the Parks and People authorities have attempted to create user
groups in the buffer zones of the protected areas. The Warden of a protected area, or other members
of the Parks and People Program can constitute user groups in the buffer zone to coordinate the
management of fallen trees, firewood, fodder, and other grasses. Members of the user groups can use
forest resources in buffer zone for subsistence, and also for commercial sales. For specified times
during the year, buffer zone residents are permitted to enter the protected area itself, and harvest
products such as thatch grass and firewood, and in some cases, graze their animals. Typically, the
period for which they can harvest thatch grass, used for roofing, varies between ten and fifteen days in a
year. Rules related to harvesting of firewood and grazing of animals are quite strict.

Of the total income earned through sales of forest products, 30 to 50 percent can be used for
community development in consultation with local agencies and community members. Parks and People
Program officials had created approximately 400 community user groups in the buffer zones of the
Parks by the end of 1999. Although these groups have limited rights of access and use in the forests,
they have little control over how forest resources in the protected area are allocated. Most rules
continue to be crafted by protected area officials without the involvement of local residents. Thus
villagers in the buffer zone do not possess any rights of collective or constitutional choice to create rules
at the operational level. Nor are they involved in the enforcement of the rules.

Outcomes
The Program has led to an increase in the number of forest department officials, development

offices, and projects related to social and economic change in the buffer zone. The politics and
procedures that have produced these changes have primarily been born within the Nepali government
and foreign aid agency programs, rather than being prompted by local demands. Local interactions
among residents near protected areas have been counted as relevant mainly because of perceptions





Joint Forest Management in India grants to villagers the property rights of access and use, and
management, but in actual functioning of the forest protection committees, there is significant
intervention from forest department officials. In addition, there is no security of tenure of the committees
since they have to be registered by Forest Department officials, who also have the power to dissolve a
committee. Because of these limitations, the degree of decentralization of property rights in Joint Forest
Management conforms only to that of claimants.

Similarly, user groups in the buffer zones of the protected areas in Nepal's can only claim to
have somewhat attenuated use and access rights in the forest in the protected areas. They have almost
no managerial discretion, and few powers of exclusion or alienation. Collective and constitutional choice
authority has been retained by the Department of National Parks and Wildlife, and the Parks and
People Program officials.

The evidence on outcomes related to forest conditions and changes in forest conditions are
somewhat preliminary and sketchy to permit a clear conclusion at this point. On the whole, it seems
likely that decentralization of property rights over forests to local users results in improvement of forest
conditions. Recall that in Kumaon the Forest Department had kept the best land to itself as Class II
forests, and only transferred the somewhat more fragmented and often more degraded patches of
forests to the Revenue Department for eventual management by forest councils. Yet, today the
condition of forests on land held by the forest councils compares favorably with that of Forest
Department managed lands. Similarly, in Nepal hills where just about two decades ago many scholars



However, it is a different story when we come to the issue of maintenance of decentralized
property regimes. For continued existence of decentralized control over resources, active participation
of local actors seems to be quite necessary. Nepal's Community Forestry Program has seen the
emergence of a national level networking organization, FECOFUN, that is prepared to voice protests
against efforts of the Ministry of Forestry to roll back the process of decentralization. Neither the forest
councils of Kumaon, nor the protection committees formed via the efforts of Joint Forest Management
in India have similar organization or representation. The emergence of such macro-level networks and
organizations is likely to be crucial to ensure that decentralization processes, once initiated, are not
retracted.

The evidence on the second question is more conclusive. The case studies confirm that for
effective decentralization, it is necessary for local users and their representative institutions to possess
property rights that transform them into claimants and proprietors. The delegation of only the
operational level rights of access and use of forests and forest products does not produce any change in
either the condition of vegetation, or in the relationships between state and community actors. The
decentralization of control over forests in Kumaon has meant that local residents in the region have
come to interact in very different ways with local and government officials as compared to the past.
There is significant enforcement of locally crafted rules, and variations in the conditions of forests are
primarily a result of micro-level variations in institutional and bio-physical factors. A similar story can
also be told for Nepal's Community Forestry Program. Rural residents have come to mange their
forests themselves, the nature of their relationships with government officials has changed as they
experience the freedom of acting without the interventions of forestry officials in every stage of forest
use and management. In the case of Joint Forest Management, the results are sufficiently variable that a
blanket assertion of improvement for the better would be hasty at best. The situation is quite different,
however, in Nepal's Terai. Villager participation in the Parks and People Program, and in the use and
management of forests in the protected areas is limited.

The findings of our empirical study, thus, match the theoretical expectation that when local users
do not come to exercise any significant control after decentralization over collective and constitutional
level choices related to rule design, management, and enforcement, the impact of decentralization is
likely to be quite limited. have an impact on forest use and conditions. More specifically,
decentralization should allow local users and their representatives at least the rights to manage resources
and make decisions about resource use and the exclusion of others from the use of resources for
decentralization to produce an impact.

To conclude, successful decentralization initiatives on forests are difficult to accomplish without
the existence of state actors who see some of their interests being fulfilled by decentralization processes.
Decentralization implies changes in property rights over resources that gain local users rights and
capacities to make operational rules. As importantly, decentralization initiatives should allow users to
make collective and constitutional choices. Further, the likelihood of success is enhanced by promoting
the conditions that generate self-organization among local groups. As the examples of the Kumaon
forest councils and Community Forestry in Nepal make clear, only with some level of organization and
pressure from local groups are decentralization processes likely to move beyond the control of elite
actors.
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