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Abstract: 
 
Over the last several decades, the once highly productive natural forest ecosystem in 
the upland watersheds of Chittagong Hill Tracts in south-eastern Bangladesh has been 
destroyed through clear-felling of trees by government agencies for the establishment of 
monoculture plantations. The process has jeopardized the livelihoods of the indigenous 
communities living in the region by affecting their customary rights over forest resources 
and subsistence farming practices. In a highly degraded forest landscape, a few 
community-managed Village Common Forests (VCFs) or mouza-ban occurring in 
smaller watersheds demonstrate excellent models of ecosystem management as they 
contain headwaters of streams, natural springs and other aquifers, and represent large 
repositories of biodiversity. However, their strategic importance and potential for 
sustainable natural resources management has not been given due attention. The 
objectives of the study were to examine the resource use culture of the VCF 
communities and to evaluate the role of their indigenous knowledge systems in the 
conservation of natural resources and community livelihoods. In the present study a 
structured questionnaire was administered with 140 households from 13 villages in the 
mouza-ban areas of Rangamati and Banderban Districts. The analysis suggests 
community potential for conserving resources by: making greater use of bamboos 
thereby conserving timber species; more judicious use of medicinal and culinary herbs 
and wildlife; and better maintenance of the perennial water sources as compared to the 
neighbouring non-mouza-ban communities. Income earned from cultivating paddy rice 
in the valley bottoms of the VCF hills, growing a wide variety of vegetables and 
horticultural crops, and rearing livestock in their homesteads was also important. The 
traditional indigenous knowledge systems maintained in the VCF institutions are very 
important for understanding the multi-functionality of the upland watersheds and has 
broader implications for natural resources management in the region. 
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Introduction 
 
The typical upland areas of Bangladesh are represented by the hilly region that consists 
of a series of valleys and ridges varying in elevation between 70 and 1000 m on the 
northeast, east and southeast margins of the country covered by greater Sylhet and 
Chittagong districts (Fig. 1). Among them the Chittagong Hill Tracts (CHTs) in the 
southeast lying between 21º25´ and 23º45´ N latitudes and between 91°45´ and 92º 50´ 
E longitudes is unique in that it occupies about one-tenth of the country’s land area 
representing the most important upland watershed of the nation that supports semi-
evergreen to evergreen sub-tropical forests and as many as 13 indigenous communities 
who depend upon them for their livelihood. The forests are considered as common 
property resources by the communities that fulfill their basic subsistence requirements 
as well as provide cash income. Traditionally, the ethnic communities practice a farming 
method called jhum which basically involves cultivation of food crops in forest land 
through clearing and burning of undergrowth in the dry season usually leaving a certain 
fallow period (3-15 years) between the two successive crops in the same piece of land. 
The forests also provide fuelwood, fodder, construction materials and medicinal herbs, 
as well as a variety of other foods which often help them in bridging seasonal food 
shortages. However, population explosion triggered by huge in-migration of plain land 
settlers since the ‘80s and an improper government land use policy such as clear-felling 
of natural forests for establishing mono-culture plantations has resulted into massive 
forest and land degradation and water quality deterioration in the region. An area once 
covered with dense forest in the early 19th century, now mostly lie denuded with some 
scattered trees and shrubs remaining (Roy, 1995; ADB, 2001) except the plantations 
raised by the Forest department (FD). Despite massive degradation of forest 
ecosystems in most parts of the CHTs, indigenous people have maintained community 
managed forests that occur across village-clusters or the mouza which are therefore 
locally called mouza ban or Village Common Forests (VCFs). VCFs are smaller forests 
that are usually less than 100 acres occurring around labyrinthine networks of smaller 
watersheds. VCFs are crucial for watershed management as many of them contain 
headwaters of streams, natural springs and other aquifers. VCFs are the homes of 
diverse animal and plant life that support community livelihood. 
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Many VCF herbs and plants are used in indigenous medicine that has significant 
potential for modern medical science. VCFs are the main sources of wood and bamboo 
required for house building, medicinal and other sustainable biomass needs of hill 
villagers (Khisa et al., 2006). A stronger dependence of indigenous people on VCFs is a 
direct result of resource constraints caused by deforestation and the prevention of entry 
into and use of the resources of the government acquired reserved forests which were 
promptly declared as off limits to local people. Although the need for and the existence 
of VCFs were acknowledged in a quasi-formal manner in an amendment to the 
Government CHTs Regulation Act of 1900, no concerted attempts were ever made by 
the government agencies to formalize the management systems concerning the VCFs 
(Roy and Halim, 2001). The current alarming scenario of environmental degradation in 
the CHTs warrants an evaluation of the strategic importance and potential of the VCFs 
for sustainable natural resources management in the region. The objectives of the study 
were therefore to assess community livelihoods and examine the resource use culture 
of the VCF communities, and to evaluate the role of their indigenous knowledge 
systems in the conservation of natural resources. 
 
Methodology 
In the present study, a structured questionnaire was administered with 140 households 
selected at random from 13 villages of the VCF areas of the CHTs, that is, 10 from 
Rangamati and 3 from Banderban districts to collect information on livelihood and 
resource use culture of the indigenous communities including their indigenous 
knowledge systems that play key roles in their activities. Prior to selection of the 
households, a few village leaders were chosen as key informants for providing 
preliminary information regarding the study area and VCF management. Among the 
total households surveyed, 40 were non-VCF households, that is, households that had 
not directly depended on VCFs but lived in their vicinities. A year round seasonal 
variation in livelihood patterns of the VCF and the non-VCF communities were also 
assessed to examine their impact upon resources exploitation.  
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Management of Village Common Forests 
 
The current pattern of the VCF management in the CHTs involves both semi-structured 
and unstructured methods. Under semi-structured methods, the VCF management 
involves the entire adult population of a particular village, and in some cases, village 
communities have formed unincorporated associations with restricted membership and 
elected office-bearers and even reduced their use and resource-sharing practices into 
formalized rules. However, the unstructured models are more common, in which the 
mouza head or Headman and village head or Karbari usually play a prominent role. 
Once a certain area is declared as a VCF with the active participation of indigenous 
people and Karbari or Headman, no one may cut forest for jhum or make a settlement 
within a VCF. In one instance in Rangamati district, management of VCF was found to 
be vested with the authority of the Buddhist monastery for better management. The 
natural forest land under VCF is never used for jhum cultivation. Harvesting of forest 
products from the VCFs are only permitted by the village leader only when there is 
demand for internal use of such products and usually not for commercial sale or for 
individual cash earning. The key informant survey revealed that the VCF communities 
do not generally extract timber except when required for some community uses such as 
construction of school, prayer centers or any other community purposes. However, 
firewood, culinary herbs and non-wood products such as bamboos are allowed to 
harvest. Very poor villagers, who cannot afford to buy house construction materials, are 
given special consideration to harvest wood, bamboo and sun grass with permission of 
the VCF management committee. Generally forest resources are open for all the 
households of the community but they require permission from the community chief.  
 
About 50 % of the 100 households surveyed from the VCF communities were members 
of Forest User Groups (FUGs) while FUGs are quite absent among the 40 non-VCF 
households surveyed. While about 70% of the respondents in VCF villages are 
dependent on community-managed natural forests for mainly subsistence needs, about 
60% of the respondents in non-VCF villages use private forests, locally called jote, for 
both subsistence and cash income. The key informant survey revealed that out of those 
who use VCFs in the study area about 10% from outside the surveyed villages have 
access to VCF resources for subsistence level use.  
 
Livelihood activities of the communities in VCF areas 
 
Collection of forest products  
Most of the households (90%) in the studied VCF villages extract bamboos the 
collection of which reaches its peak in summer. While only 17% VCF households 
depend on wood, about 40% non-VCF households depend on wood the use of which 
reaches its peak during summer. A higher percentage (10%) of the VCF households 
surveyed appeared to be collecting medicinal plants from VCFs as compared with the 
non-VCF households (3%). All the households surveyed collected fuelwood from 
forests. Generally collection of wood drops in rainy season and then gradually increases 
in autumn and winter which then reaches its peak in summer. Although in some cases 
households earned significant income from selling bamboos and timber, however, they 
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did not appear to be earning any significant income from selling any processed forest 
products. Very few processed forest products, the most common of which are thurong 
(used for carrying harvests form jhum field and/or forest) and tarja (used for doors and 
house fences) both made of bamboo splits, are used for domestic purpose and very 
rarely for sale. 
 
Collection of fishes 
Fresh fish is not a common diet for the indigenous communities living in the VCF areas. 
They take dried fish usually bought from market. Both the VCF and non-VCF 
households usually depend for fresh fishes on hill-streams such as chara (shallow water 
body) or jiri (deeper but narrow water body). The availability of fish is at its peak in the 
rainy season and the lowest in summer. Very few VCF households (17%) appeared to 
have depended on cooperative pond for collection of fish.  
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Growing agricultural crops and rearing poultry and livestock 
An average VCF household produces higher amount of paddy rice per year (500 kg) 
than an average non-VCF household (400 kg).  Most of the paddy is cultivated in the 
valley-bottoms of hills. Common cash (also subsistence) crops grown in the study area 
are potato, brinjal, cucumber, lady’s finger, calocasia, chili, lemon, cauliflower, cabbage, 
pumpkin and bean. It is interesting to note that while the non-VCF households stick to 
mostly pumpkin, ginger and turmeric cultivation for earning majority of household 
income, the VCF households cultivate all kinds of vegetable crops mentioned above for 
income. Among the horticultural crops pineapple, banana, guava, jackfruit, coconut, 
betel nut and papaya are the most important income generating crops in the study 
villages. Among the crops that provide significant household income round the year are 
banana, lemon and papaya. Income from rearing goats, chickens and ducks are higher 
to the VCF households compared to the non-VCF households. However, there is no 
difference between the VCF and the non-VCF households with respect to earning 
income from cattle and pig farming.  
 
Wage labour and business 
About 60% VCF households surveyed worked as wage laborers in agriculture and 
business sectors to supplement household income. Only few VCF households had their 
own businesses. However, about 50% non-VCF households had their own businesses. 
They also worked as wage laborers. 
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Indigenous knowledge based resource conservation techniques 
 
Forest floors in VCFs are maintained in such a way that they contain many herbs and 
other plants which are helpful for soil and water conservation. In some places 
communities depend on sustained water flow of perennial streams in VCFs that meet 
year round water requirement. Besides VCF management, the indigenous techniques of 
cultivation such as terracing, minimum tillage, controlled burning of debri, mulching and 
gully control by vegetative cover appeared to have a time-tested and proven positive 
impact on soil and water conservation. Generally people in the VCF communities have 
been found to be more meticulous in gathering forest produces or hunting animals 
compared with those in the non-VCF communities, that is, they do not harvest or hunt 
anything in short supply and they strictly maintain seasonality in harvesting which 
therefore help in regeneration of these resources thereby securing their conservation. 
One striking example of plant conservation method practiced by the VCF communities 
is that only the local Kabiraj or medicine men that would treat the sick persons are 
permitted to enter VCFs for collection of medicinal herbs.  
 
General discussion 
 
VCF villages appeared to be rich in natural resources and people living there were 
inextricably linked with VCFs for their day-to-day needs. As VCF villagers have no 
access to and rights inside the government owned reserved forests, therefore, various 
forest products from VCF such as bamboo, wood, medicinal pants, natural dyes and 
fuelwood play a significant role in their livelihood. Among the forest products, bamboo 
appeared to be the highest used forest product by the VCF-communities mostly for 
domestic purposes as well as for additional income. Under the current scenario, many 
VCFs did not appear to have contributed significantly to most of the daily livelihood 
needs of the communities because most members of the families either have to work as 
daily wage-laborers or depend on government food subsides for supply of staple food 
(rice) while some practice jhum for subsistence. Over the years VCFs have faced 
deterioration in many places because of increased pressures on them in response to an 
increased demand of forest produces from the communities. However, annual overhead 
costs towards construction and repair of houses are largely offset through harvesting 
house construction materials from the VCFs while gathering of culinary and medicinal 
herbs from the VCFs remains a year round activity as essential supplement to dietary 
and medicinal requirements for the communities. In order to reduce pressures on VCFs 
and to secure their long term sustainability measures for their rejuvenation seems 
imperative. 
 
People’s lesser dependence on wood in the VCF villages demonstrates a stronger 
community potential for conserving endemic forest trees that are key to the 
maintenance of a healthy forest ecosystem in the hilly watershed. Formation of FUGs 
helps prescribe informal rules and regulations which are strictly followed during harvest 
of forest trees and other products.  
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VCFs protect many seasonal and perennial water bodies such as chara and jiri which 
provide not only drinking water and fish protein but also enhance resource production in 
the adjoining lands by acting as source of water for irrigation.  Villages without VCFs 
have no safer water bodies such as those in VCF areas, and the non-VCF communities 
travel longer distances as part of their daily routine for collection of safe drinking water. 
 
Cultivation and use of a diverse variety of agricultural crops in VCF villages 
demonstrates their respect for poly-culture which is helpful for ameliorating agricultural 
landscape as well as for securing nutritional balance in their diet. It was revealed that 
income from sales of rice (particularly special varieties of sticky rice), banana, pumpkin, 
ginger, turmeric and different types of vegetables provides economic surplus to many 
households in VCF villages. Horticultural crops are now increasingly being grown in 
VCF homesteads. Horticultural crops ensure food security besides generating additional 
income to the VCF communities. The economic returns from poultry and livestock 
rearing are also encouraging in the VCF villages. 
 
For maintaining sustainable livelihood, earning income from other sources than farming 
is also important. The VCF communities have to depend on wage income by mostly 
engaging themselves in agricultural activities of other farmers in the villages. However, 
as the VCF villages are remote to be managed by government agencies and the NGOs, 
very few government and NGOs’ initiatives are seen in the area which otherwise could 
have opened other income generating activities for the people. Nevertheless, the 
livelihood strategies and the resource conservation techniques of the VCF communities 
and their institutions of indigenous knowledge systems in managing the VCFs clearly 
demonstrate excellent models for sustainable natural resources management in the 
region. 
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