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Introduction  

This paper seeks to interrogate the claims of the dominant discourses of globalisation with 

regard to their compatibility with mechanisms for empowering marginalised communities 

and providing a basis for sustainable livelihood strategies. These concerns are examined from 

the perspective of the development experience of India, including the New Economic Policy 

(NEP) regime initiated in India in 1991, and its subsequent structural transformation towards 

greater conformity with the imperatives of ‘economic liberalisation’. It suggests that the 

Indian institutional structure of development has been such that resources have been 

unequally distributed and that this has reinforced certain biases particularly on a caste/class 

and gender basis. The analysis suggests that these biases have reduced the legitimacy of 

previous models of resource management and continue to hamper the prospects of current 

formulations. 

These concerns are analysed utilising an examination of the management of forest-based 

Common Property Resources (CPRs) within the context of rural West Bengal, specifically 

the system of Joint Forest Management (JFM) i. Such an examination is pertinent since those 

communities dependent upon CPRs for a substantial part of their subsistence requirements 

are amongst the most vulnerable strata of society. As Agrawhal, (1999), Platteau (1999, 

1997) and others have argued, these CPRs function as a “social safety net” or “fall-back 

position”ii. This should be seen within the broader context of rural development, since the 

success or failure of the total rural development environment including poverty alleviation 

programs, agriculture, rural credit and employment (both on and off farm), will influence the 

relative dependence on these CPRs. Moreover, the involvement of the Panchayati Raj 

Institutions (PRIs), as well as the traditional bureaucracy (the Forest Department and to a 

lesser extent the Tribal Welfare Department), illustrates the advantages and limitations of this 

institutional matrix as the focus of rural development. 
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(Director of IBRAD) for interviews and material, as well as all those at SARU for their advice and assistance. 
All opinions are my own.  



JFM consists of a formal arrangement between villagers and the Forestry Department (FD) to 

get villagers to assist in the protection and rehabilitation of degraded forest. In return 

villagers receive a share of timber harvest and access to Non Timber Forest Products 

(NTFPs). Pattnaik and Dutta (1997) suggests that the core notion of JFM is that  ‘local 

communities can regenerate and protect the degraded forest if they are empowered and 

compensated for their opportunity cost’iii. Whilst 21 states now have some form of JFM in 

operation, West Bengal has the best known and largest of these schemes, currently having 

over 3000 Forest Protection Commitees (FPCs) protecting well over 420,000 hectares of 

regenerating public forest landiv. 

The analysis suggests that the institutional configuration of JFM provides a sympathetic 

framework for the mediation of the contrasting objectives of dominant sections of the 

population (bureaucrats, politicians and economic elites), and marginalised communities 

dependent upon forests for subsistence. However, there is a great deal of variance in the 

application of this framework, its relevance and benefits to local communities, and its success 

as a tool of regeneration. Thus JFM serves as a useful illustration of the contention that West 

Bengal is a notable example of the flourishing of ‘bottom up’ development in part because of 

a sympathetic government structure ‘from above’, since underlying much of the success of 

cooperative resource management in the state has been the support extended to the most 

vulnerable sections of the community by the Left Front Government.  Moreover, it is an 

example of the limitations of this support in alleviating entrenched poverty. 

The analysis seeks to caution against uncritical acceptance of the success of JFM, especially 

with regards to the benefits derived by disadvantaged stakeholders and the subsequent 

redressal of power inequalities on an intra-village (and indeed intra-household) level, which 

such a system is supposed to entail. The analysis argues that there are important class and 

gender disparities that function to distort the benefits. This is in keeping with a recognition 

that any scheme of resource management, or any development activity for that matter, 

operates within the context of an array of pre-existing and evolving socio-economic, cultural 

and political variables which influence the operation and outcome of these schemes. These 

outcomes are further complicated by the uncertainty regarding the impact of globalisation and 

the influence of global actors in the policy process. 

The first section outlines the emerging literature on globalisation and its substantial silences 

with regards to the implications on poverty and livelihood strategies. Section II outlines the 

relationship of the rural poor to the environment and other sectors of the economy.  This 



establishes the context in which JFM is operating. Section III details the way that 

development, as exemplified by forestry, forestry has evolved since the colonial period. It 

suggests that its commercial focus excluded the interests of biomass dependent rural 

population and the ecological needs of the forestsv. Section IV outlines the formalisation of 

JFM in West Bengal by examining the 1988 Forest Policy and the specific details of the JFM 

agreement. Section V analyses the extent that JFM can be seen as representing a qualitative 

change and seeks to establish how successful it is in establishing a framework for collective 

action. Section VI places this scheme within the broader context of rural development in 

West Bengal. The final section concludes and places these initiatives into the ambiguous 

context of globalisation and the present neoliberal policies. 

Globalisation of what? Rural Poverty and the silences of globalisation 

discourse 

There is a bourgeoning cross-disciplinary literature addressing various elements of 

globalisation, although it could be argued that there is a paucity of analysis, both theoretical 

and empirical, regarding both the impact and responses of those on the marginsvi. There is an 

implicit fusion of ‘development’ and ‘globalisation’ as inexorably linked in the neoliberalist 

vision, which ascribes an inevitability to the process. All too often however, beyond 

simplistic assumption about ‘freeing up’ markets and ‘reducing inefficiency’, the exact 

political mechanisms for empowerment of those who are assetless or unskilled are not 

considered.  

According to Petras (1993), although in its most general sense globalisation refers to the 

cross-national flow of capital, goods and technology, accompanying these flows is the 

attendant development of power relations and institutions that replace and/or transform 

existing configurationsvii. These transformations, both in the direction and intensity of 

transnational flows and in altering power configurations, relate to an underlying tension in 

much of the debate concerning the promise and perils of globalisation.  This involves a 

contestation of the role of institutions, particularly the state vis a vis the market. The ‘counter 

revolution’ of neoliberalism (Toye 1987)viii and the perception of the ‘death of the 

Developmental State’ is widely perceived to have triumphed in its conceptual hold over 

development policyix, leading to the promotion of a universal ‘recipe’ for development for all 

those countries falling under the persuasion of the ‘Washington Consensus’x. As Kiely has 

argued, the advocacy of the primacy of market forces as the ‘engine’ of this 



globalisation/development and a ‘roll-back’ of the state, is premised on an artificial 

seperation of an apolitical market and a single scaled statexi. This problematises the 

traditional pivotal organisational role of the state in safeguarding and promoting the welfare 

of its citizens. Moreover, the ascendancy of neoliberalist discourse has tended to (falsely) 

reduce questions of development to managerial vagaries concerning ‘good governance’, 

consigned relationships of power to questions of ‘social capital’, and (re)simplified policy to 

an emphasis on a generally unspecified ‘growth’.  

The seemingly politically benign nature of this language tends to completely obscure the true 

nature of development. As Leftwich (1993) has argued, development 

 
 " is not simply a managerial question, as the World Bank's literature asserts, but is a political 
one. For all processes of development express crucially the core of politics: conflict, 
negotiation and cooperation over the use, production and distribution of resources" xii.  

 

To combat these obfuscations it is important to refocus on the actual sources of livelihood, 

detail the historical evolution of structures of resource distribution and question whether 

current and proposed institutional matrixes are likely to positively or negatively alter these 

through an increased engagement with globalisation.  

Refocusing on livelihoods 

The experience of development in the post colonial era was premised on a strong 

commanding state and the discourses of development tended to reinforce this discursive “top 

down” orientation.  A refocus on questions of livelihood strategies, and the mechanisms 

through which a greater command over ‘environmental entitlements’ for the poorest sections 

of the community can be achieved is a beginning in redirecting policy priorities in ways 

which will strengthen the rural areasxiii. It is a flawed assumption that leaving distribution to 

‘the invisible hand’ will positively alter this bias, since market-led strategies will tend to 

distort production towards those with preexisting command over resource distribution xiv. 

Mainstream development discourse traditionally privileges the market economy as a discrete 

set of relationships backed by a unified household rather than part of a continuum that also 

involves both the biomass and the natural ‘economies’xv. A vital factor in this neglect has 

been the underestimation of the significance of the biomass economy in the livelihood 

strategies of most villagers since: 

 
“The poor live within a biomass based subsistence economy...all their fundamental needs (food, 
fodder, fuel firewood, cowdung, crop wastes, fertlisers-dung manure, leaf litter, building materials-



timber,thatch and herbal materials)are collected from the immediate environment. To these may be 
added water, which though not biomass itself is biomass related and crucial for survival” xvi

 

 

Thus biomass dependence is as a consequence of income and other subsistence (such as food 

from agriculture) poverty, since by and large households tend to substitute CPRs for less time 

intensive and less seasonally variable options. Whilst all rural households utilise the biomass 

economy to an extent, those closer to the poverty line rely on CPRs to a greater extent for 

their subsistence requirementsxvii. Along with reciprocal arrangements (usually on kinship 

lines) CPRs may also be used as a hedge against risk in periods where there is a shortfall such 

as in lean seasonsxviii  

Thus a significant point established by research into the use of CPRs is that rather than seeing 

an absence from the market economy as an absence from all relations of exchange, it is more 

accurate to see poor households as existing within a matrix of relations, characterised by 

these three ‘economies’. A market-only approach may actually decrease the biomass 

availability since ‘growth’ may be at the expense of the natural (and hence the biomass) 

economy. Conventional aggregate growth figures will not reflect this, since the depletion of 

livelihood options for the rural poor will not be fully accounted for since they are 

substantially outside a market frameworkxix. The relationship of CPR useage to broader 

livelihood can be conceptualised in the simplified version shown below, where an increase in 

any of the other three areas (Agriculture, Labour or Other sources) would tend to decrease 

useage of CPRs, with the opposite also being true: 

Figure 1 Simplified Version of relationship of CPR dependence to other sources of 

livelihood 
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Another significant factor in analysing income poverty and CPR useage is that this has 

substantial caste/class and gender dimensions. Those low status class/castes (such as STs, 

SCs) tend to have a higher reliance on CPRs and a disproportionately high relative share of 

the burden of rural income poverty. This structural inequality in terms of caste is not as 

significant in West Bengal as in the adjoining ‘hindi belt’ or BIMARU states immediately to 

the west. However, despite the Left Front’s much vaunted reforms, there remains at least 40 

per cent of the population under the accepted benchmark for the poverty linexx. 

Similarly, women are more dependent upon CPRs for their contribution to the household than 

men as the extensive Gender and Development (GAD) literature has detailed. The ‘gendered’ 

division of labour means that women often perform tasks which are either regarded poorly 

within the formal market economy or outside it, and thus their contributions to the household 

is rendered less ‘visible’, both in terms of status and in consideration within development 

schemesxxi.  

In West Bengal women spend on average between 1-5 hours per day working in the biomass 

economy collecting fuel and firewood and other Non Timber Forest Products (NTFPs)xxii. 

According to West Bengal Forest Department estimates women spend on average three times 

as much time in the collection of NTFPs as men. The processing of these NFTP's is done 

exclusively by women, with the marketing accounting for approximately two times as much 

time for women as men. It has been documented that there are as many 189 different types of 

NTFPs in parts of West Bengal, which in general contribute between 10-25 percent of 

income for the poorest sections of the communityxxiii. 

An example of the type of NTFPS collected in Tribanka FPC, Bankura is given below: 

Firewood Collection (all year), Dry Leaf Collection (February-April), Madhua Flower 

Collection (March-April), Madhua Seed Collection (Mid June-Mid July), Kurkuri 

(Mushroom) (June-July), Karani (September-early November), Peal Kend Fruit (Mid April-

early June), Sal Seed Collection (June-July), Medicinal Plants (July-September), Green Sal 

leaf Collection (June-February), Timber (January-March), Grazing (June-July). 

The intra-village and intra-household distribution of resources tends to get overlooked in 

most analysis. This is a significant oversight since this goes some way to understanding the 

prevailing power relations within villages. Just as significantly, mainstream development 

theory, particularly economics, has tended to treat the household as unified and has 

overlooked the fact that there may be intra-household contestation of resourcesxxiv. This 

contestation of resources has ramifications for the wellbeing of the entire household, since it 



has been demonstrated empirically that men are more likely to spend income on personal, as 

opposed to family, needs than womenxxv.  In summation, this section has established the 

relationship of biomass dependence to broader structural. inequalities, the next section will 

outline the historical factors which have perpetuated these biases. 

Historical sources of current distribution structure 

The distribution of resources and the consequent dependence upon different livelihood 

sources detailed above has been shaped by the structures established under the rubric of 

‘development’. The main development strategy of India since Independence has been a 

centrally planned dirigistme (state led interventionist) regime. This has priorised growth in 

selected (usually urban based) industries and has been infused with a Nehruvian faith in the 

‘trickle down’ of modernisation, with an array of poverty alleviation plans to diffuse the 

gains downwards to the vast majority who remain in villagesxxvi. The main institutions 

charged with executing this strategy were bureaucracies, which tended to be highly 

centralised in keeping with India's ‘weak federalism’. 

Critics argue that this concentration on growth sectors has produced an elite bias, so that the 

share of resources has accrued to a small proportion of the population. In many ways the 

structural biases of the Forestry sector is emblematic of the general development experience 

in India. Historical structures, put in place by the British in order to facilitate the extraction of 

raw materials, were continued in the independence era. The resource imperatives associated 

with top-down forestry since colonial times have predominantly been oriented towards elite 

centred, non-local needs. Those such as Gadgil and Guha (1995) suggest that through the 

undervaluing of resources by subsidising and externalising the real cost of resources, the 

dominant sectors of the market economy have profited at the expense of the two other 

'economies', since it has relied on a transference of resources into the market economyxxvii. 

Gadgil (1992) argues that this distributive bias is due to the prevalence of what he has 

described as an ‘iron triangle’ of interests as described below xxviii. 

  

 

 

 

 



 

 

Figure 2 Relationship developed as a consequence of elite centred resource distribution 
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As with all development in both the colonial and post independence period, the state has 

asserted its legitimacy on the basis of a monopoly of ‘scientific knowledge’. Thus 

accompanying the economic biases of colonialism was the epistemological construction of a 

scientific regime premised on the exclusion of a delegitimised local knowledge and its 

replacement with ‘scientific’ knowledge. The latter knowledge was supposedly 

decontextualised and thus universally applicable through its dualistic methodxxix. This 

scientific knowledge was utilised to frame laws put in place by the British that effectively 

excluded peasants in order to protect resources in the ‘national interest’. This national interest 

was imperatives related mainly to ship, bridge and railway building for the British Empirexxx. 

Whilst space does not allow for a full treatment of this evolution, it is important to note that 



in the post colonial era the Government continued to have control over the majority of 

landxxxi. 

The most significant feature of this evolution was the Amended 1878 Indian Forest Act, 

when all land was was classified into three categories. These three categories were reserved 

forest, protected forests and village forests. The vast majority of forest was zoned reserved, 

which was for commercial use, whilst protected forests were generally areas which were 

inaccessible. The remainder, usually areas of less value, was village forest. The state 

maintained a right to restrict access to these resources, and held a monopoly on any species 

deemed valuable. As the protected forests became more accessible through road building, a 

great deal of it was reclassified to reserve forestxxxii. These early divisions remained the 

backbone of the Indian Forest strategy for much of the next century, with the 1927 Indian 

Forest Act strengthening the right of State governments and their Forest Department officials 

to decide on fate of the forests and by implication, those who wished to access it. 

The first area to be placed under this systematic, ‘scientific regime’ in Bengal was the South 

West Region. After the Permanent Settlement Act of 1793, there was a massive transfer of 

land away from the local adivasi population to Zamindars, with the assistance of the Colonial 

bureaucracy eager for tax revenue. The resource pressures were accelerated in the 1860-90s 

with the building of railways and roads. These actions were strongly resisted by the santhals 

and other groups of people living in the region, who had their own well established village 

arrangements to manage the forests, as well as courts to cope with disputes arising from inter 

and intra village controversy. As such the Forestry Department, rather than filling a void in 

management regime, was imposing upon a preexisting system of management.  

Moreover, it is neglected in much of the literature that there were consistent attempts to 

contest the imposition of this system from localised organised movements of dissent. These 

infact predate the British and were extensive in the late nineteenth century and twentieth 

century, often involving thousands of peoplexxxiii.  

The period since that time was one of confrontation between the Forestry Department and 

local inhabitants, leading to eventual accommodation of the demands of the latter by the 

former. The 1953 Bengal Tenancy Act and the Zamindar Abolition Act were passed in 

response to decreasing amount of land available local inhabitants. Whilst this was supposed 

to benefit the predominantly tribal population, in many cases it saw the rapid clearing of the 

forest by Zamindars before transfer had been finalisedxxxiv.  



The tension between these groups over access to resources did not dissipate and in the period 

March to May 1967, immediately before the famous Naxalite movement, there was over a 

hundred incidents of seizure of land etc. These involved peasants armed with bows and 

arrows occupying landxxxv.  The election of the leftist United Front governments in the period 

1967-70 and its mooting of land reforms was significant in providing a sympathetic 

environment for the development of greater dissenting sentiment. As is well documented 

elsewhere, this government’s ambitions were frustrated by its removal removal from office, 

and the mooted land reforms did not occur. 

It is this tension rife environment that was the background environment to the now famous 

‘Arabari Experiment’. At this small research station experiments were constantly being 

disrupted by villagers grazing cattle or cutting fuelwood. The newly appointed Chief 

Silviculturist met with the surrounding eleven villages and negotiated a respite from the 

interference with the research experiments. In return he offered them a 25 per cent share of 

the final harvest. This negotiation was successful and the first FPCs, formed in 1972, had 

their genesis out of this collaboration. 

Gradually similar schemes began to spread throughout the South Western region. However as 

Poffenberger points out this was not a systematic evolution and individual FPCs remained 

isolated from each other and had “little effect on routine forest management systems within 

the state”xxxvi. Agreements began to be encouraged but they were strictly between individual 

forest officers and surrounding villages, and these officers usually had limited tenure of three 

years.The national strategy then shifted to an emphasis on Social Forestry programme, 

introduced ostensibly to solve the fuelwood crisis. This can be seen as a tentative step 

towards fuller community involvement but with constraints, since although there was greater 

attempts to involve local communities, it overwhelmingly focussed on commercial 

objectives.  

During this period the mainstream global development institutions began to become more 

heavily involved in West Bengal. The West Bengal Social Forestry Project 1981/2-1986/7 

period had a total budget of $US43.5 million. The World Bank supplied a credit for 69% of 

the project costxxxvii. It consisted of four components: “community woodlots (on common 

land) bund/strip plantations (on state and public land like canals roads tanks) and farm 

forestry (plantations on private land) and reafforestation”xxxviii.  



This consisted of the planting of Eucalyptus trees, a strategy which within itself has fallen 

under criticism since its main use is to supply raw materials for paper and pulp mills. Thus a 

gender critique of these programmes suggests that it was privileging male resource 

imperatives. The only fuel which it provides are leaves, which are not optimal due to the 

large amount of oil they contain. Several commentators have therefore criticised the project 

for what is perceived to be an undue commercial emphasis, since the farm forestry 

component, conducted on predominantly on private land was the only sector which fulfilled 

its targetsxxxix.  

Nesbith (1991) found that the project overwhelmingly benefited rich farmers. Furthermore, 

she argues that the design and implementation of Social Forestry had little involvement of 

women nor of the more impoverished villagers. However, she suggests that the land reforms 

of the Left Front Government enabled poorer households to participate in a limited way, 

which they would not have been able to do otherwise. Whilst the programme did not meet its 

stated objectives with regard to village woodlots and strip plantations, it did initially 

encourage the interaction of villagers and forestry staff on a less adversarial basis via its 

implementation through the Panchayatsxl. The success of Social Forestry as an implement of 

World Bank sponsored development is indicative of the broader point that market-led 

globalisation favours those with assets. Whilst the Panchayats were extremely successful in 

some areas, the benefits overwhelmingly favoured the so-called ‘middle peasant ‘. 

The 1988 Forest Policy and JFM: Fundamentals of the policy shift.  

Joint Forest Management in West Bengal is often heralded as a new paradigm in participatory 

resource management and has been the focus of significant academic commentaryxli. The 

policy shift gained support because the reality of declining forest coveragexlii and consistent 

peasant dissent in conventionally managed forests, in contrast with impressive reafforestation 

results in those areas of informal collaboration, began to suggest to those within the Forest 

Department that such authoritarian measures would not necessarily accomplish their 

objectives. Thus by the mid 1980’s the Forest Department began to encourage its Forest 

Officers to seek informal agreements with villagers, even offering awards based on the 

success in forming FPCs, which led to a rapid expansion in their number.  

Mounting pressure from low level users, plus the evidence of some success in West Bengal, 

led to the 1988 Forest Policy of India. This is heralded as a reversal of this culture of 

exclusion by many commentators and a substantial change in the climate of relations between 



people and the Forestry Department. This policy document suggested that local interests in 

timber and NTFPS had to be accommodated as a first priority and explicitly emphasised the 

participation of womenxliii. 

The National legislation thus moved closer to what had already been occurring in West 

Bengal (informally) for some years. According to S.B.Roy of IBRAD there was concern 

amongst senior forest officers and field staff in West Bengal that unless ‘the evolving 

working arrangements had legal sanction, cooperating villages would stop their protection 

activities’xliv. In response the West Bengal Government passed the first formal recognition of 

FPCs in the State, despite the fact that there were over 1,200 FPCs already operatingxlv. The 

important features of this resolution were as follows: 

• Members allowed 25 per cent of usufructs benefits after the agreed to area had been 
protected for a minimum of five years, and a further five years before the Forest official were 
to distribute the benefits.  

• Selection of those eligible for participation in the scheme was to be decided by the 
District Forest Officer in consultation with the relevant Bon-o-Bhumi Sanskar Sthayee Samiti  
(local political representative) of the concerned Panchayat Samiti.  

• The beneficiaries were supposed to be drawn from the economically backward people 
living in the vicinity of the forests. Furthermore the Gram Panchayat  (Village Panchayat) 
was to extend its support to ensure proper functioning.  

• Members of the FPC were able to collect various NTFP without having to pay 
royalties. These included fallen twigs, grass, fruits, flowers and seeds (excluding cashews). 
They were to receive 25% of the sale of cashews.  

• After every final harvesting members would be entitled to 25% of the net proceeds of 
the sale from timber poles. Ongoing benefits included one fourth of intermediate yield from 
coppicing, multiple shoot cutting and thinning as well as an approved price for the depositing 
of sal seeds and kendu leaves with the West Bengal Tribal Development Co operative 
Corporation Ltdxlvi. 

 

Further changes were made in West Bengal in the following years refining the membership 

criterion, so that every family could join if they wishedxlvii. Furthermore the concept of joint 

membership was introduced, so that if the husband became a member then the wife also 

automatically became a member, with either having the right to represent the household at 

any timexlviii. Further Amendments broadened the geographical scope of operations to include 

all of the major forest areas in the statexlix   

The formalisation of the relationship saw the formation of an institutional structure, including 

an Executive Committee, in which both the Forestry Department and the Panchayats featured 

strongly. This is in keeping with other Left Front strategies to involve the Panchayats more 



explicitly in the bureaucratic structure as the primary instrument of rural development. The 

beat officer was designated member and secretary of the executive committee, and was 

required to convene meetings to elect representatives once a year. If the District Forest 

Officer decided that members were contravening the 1927 IFA, they had the right to cancel 

the FPC or the executive committee. The Bon-o-Bhumi Sanskar Sthayee Samiti of the 

respective Panchayat Samiti was empowered to monitor, supervise and review the 

functioning of the FPC.  

The Executive Committee consists of: “(a) Sabhapati or any member of Bon-o-Bhumi 

Sanskar Sthayee Samiti of local Panchayat Samiti. (b) Gram pradhan or any member of local 

gram panchayat(s). (c) Elected representatives of the beneficiaries (not exceeding 6) (d) 

Concerned beat officer (member secretary)”. 

The full structure of JFM can be represented in diagramatic form as below. Those in the 

largest circle (Joint Forest Management) are involved directly in JFM. Similarly those who 

are in more than one circle (either Forest Bureaucracy or PRI) have other activities, (since the 

Forestry Department conducts other programmes and the PRIs are involved in a broad range 

of development activities). Those outside these contribute in an indirect way, either through 

training (NGO) or funds (World Bank, INGO).  

Figure 3 The Institutional Matrix of JFM in Bankura District  
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This institutional matrix, as an ‘ideal type’, concurs with much of the theoretical literature 

concerning the factors necessary for institutions to have the robustness to sustain collective 

actionl. Most successful cases of community involvement usually involve pre-existing 

institutions and ideas that were adapted and built upon, since there were ‘moral norms’ 

already establishedli. Furthermore if there is to be trust built up around these institutions they 

must be perceived as ‘transparent, accountable, participatory and fair’ by all stakeholderslii. 

 

This revised institutional configuration (JFM) has many advantages from that which 

prevailed in previous years. In the exclusionary model that prevailed, there was no 

recognition of the livelihood needs of those in surrounding villages. Since there was no 

legitimacy (other than coercive) imbued in this system from the perspective of the villagers, 

there was little incentive for villagers to report offenders or to restrain there own illegal 

activities in accessing forest resources. By implication monitoring of vast tracts of forest by a 

small number of forest department officials is problematised. This had the effect of degrading 

the forests, as well as the cause of consistent clashes between representatives of the state 

apparatus (mainly police and forest department representatives) and villagers. 

In contrast, JFM represents a significant shift away from this adversarial culture. It contains 

mechanisms to for incentives to internalise the negative externalities which occur from 

individuals  pursuing self interest against the broader interest of the community. As an ‘ideal 

type’ this structure has the advantage of being inclusive at the planning and monitoring 

stages, as well as giving adequate institutional support from broader agencies of rural 

development. Agrawal (1994) has summarised the problems of collective action on the basis 

of four features, (highlighted in italics below), all of which can be seen to be overcome in an 

‘ideal type’ of JFMliii.  

 

Firstly, the creation of boundary and authority rules is achieved through microplans and 

agreements established in consultation with representatives from all involved sectors of 

society  (FPC, FD, PRIs). Boundaries are demarcated and rules established determining 

which parties are allowed to use which resources and in which quantities. Secondly, 

regarding the effective monitoring of rules, members of FPCs monitor these rules. The 

members of the FPCs are dependent on the resources and so there are incentives for them to 

monitor effectively. This is point borne out strongly by case studies that suggest that those 

FPCs dominated by adivasis have a much greater success rate, since by and large they have a 

greater interest in protecting the resources. Thirdly, the penalties for violating these rules are 



community sanctioned, since if the forests are rehabilitated in the manner agreed then all 

villagers will not receive their share of harvest. Fourthly, the executive committee’s structure 

and its collaboration with the PRIs provides a forum for dispute resolution. 

 

The next section will review the success of this institutional matrix, as drawn from my own 

field research with 6 FPCs in Bankura, as well as incorporating the insights of other case 

studies and the Forest Department’s own Monitoring and Evaluation reports. 

 
V  Assessing JFM: A new paradigm, panacea, palliative or placebo?  
 
My own study in Bankura district has found a great deal of variance in the rates of 

compliance, the robustness of the institutional mix, as well as the benefits flowing to FPC 

members. Members of 6 FPCs were interviewed, as well as the corresponding Beat Officer, 

Gram Panchayat Sarpanch and Bon o Bhumi Sthayee Samiti memberliv. Further information 

was obtained from microplans and infringement records where available. 

 

In the best cases, there was steady flow of benefits to the members of the FPC and the 

scheme functioned as a broader instrument of empowerment in giving security and additional 

income. For example from the 4 occasions the harvesting actvities were carried out by the 

Tribanka FPC, 5 967 mandays of employment were created, which yielded a total of Rs 264 

984 for the 140 households in this FPC.  Additionally each FPC member received around 

Rs1000 as share of the profits of the harvest, which had been conducted four times. 

Moreover, with assistance from the forestry department, sal plate making machines was 

purchased as well as a pond which was used for pisciculture.  In this case JFM was assisting 

the predominantly ST village towards greater security. Significantly, the Tribanka FPC was 

run entirely by women, which is the case in less than one percent of all FPCslv. 

 

At the other extreme, another FPC (Laltagora) had not even been registered even though it 

had existed since 1994. Since the members were only protecting eucalyptus forest they 

received far fewer everyday benefits and did not have a functioning Executive Committee, 

nor any knowledge of the existence of a microplan. These two examples represent an extreme 

in the functioning of JFM, with the other six displaying elements of each. This was evidenced 

in almost all aspects.  

 

As per the formulation of microplans, there was again wide variance. Some (such as Katabari 

and Tribanka FPCs) viewed microplans as an ongoing interaction between villagers and the 

forestry department, where plans for the village could be formulated. In others it was 



apparent that the microplanning was run predominantly by the Forestry Department, with 

villagers clearing the planlvi.   

 

In most cases there was well formulated rosters of duty, usually involving 5 people per day in 

patrolling the forest, with the frequency of duty varying depending on the size of the FPC. 

Most FPCs have a land/person ratio of approximately 1 hectare per person. In the most 

effective cases, the Executive Committee was made of those who had recognition within the 

village as capable and broadly represented different interests within the village. In many 

cases there was a core group who were kept on, with poorly performing members replaced. 

 

The role of the Beat Officer emerges as the cornerstone of the relationship between the FD 

and FPC. However, there is a great variance in the experience levels and enthusiasm of Beat 

Officers. Similar observations were made concerning the role of the Bon o Bhumi Sthayee 

member and the Gram Panchayat member. In the most effective FPCs, these members of the 

Executive Committee were committed and there was greater interaction between the FPC and 

the broader institutions of development. This resulted in a greater emphasis on bringing in 

alternative sources of income, such as sal plate making, mushroom marketing or pisciculture.  

 

These results broadly concur with the findings of the Forestry Department’s own Monitoring 

and Evaluation wing, which is prepared on the basis of a survey of 150 different FPCs 

throughout the State each year. According to the Forestry Departments own 1996/7 

Monitoring and Evaluation report, it was found that in only 53% of the FPCs surveyed had 

had a microplan prepared, with the corresponding figure being 63% in the 1997/8 versionlvii.   

In the 1997/98 report only 23% of FPC members felt that the plan developed under the 

microplan would meet their needslviii. 
 
Poverty remains a significant problem in these areas and accounts for the overwhelming 

motivation behind lack of compliance, particularly in the lean season, which in Bankura 

extends from March to May. During this time there is an increased useage of forest products 

and increased infringements. The Monitoring and Evaluation reports suggested that only 34% 

of FPC members felt that the benefits accrued from the forest floor due to JFM would be 

enough to sustain them through the lean seasonlix. However there was also locational factors 

at work, since those areas which had access to nearby markets to sell illegally obtained 

products also had the highest rates of infringements.   

There was some differences in the way that these infringements were dealt with, and to some 

extent the punishment was community sanctioned.  In some FPCs, a fine of 50 Rupees was 

levied on the first two occaisions, before being handed over to the FD a third time. In most 



cases the offender had to appear in front of the entire FPC and apologise. If still they did not 

obey the rules they were struck off the FPC register. 

 

There was some scope for improving these conditions through the creation of other sources of 

employment or food sources. Thus in the Talldanga Range as a whole the number of 

infringements almost halved, (from 125-70) in a single year (1994/5-1995/6), due in large 

part to the effects of irrigation measures and an increase in employment through participation 

in forestry activities. 

 

The question of women’s effective participation is also far from unproblematic in this 

scheme.  Joint membership is definitely an attempt to involve women in a more effective 

participatory manner, and is viewed by most commentators as more effective than in those 

states where there is only one representative per householdlx. The most common obstacles 

relate to meetings being held at times when it is not feasible for women to participate owing 

to other household responsibilities and many case studies highlight barriers to the effective 

participation of women lxi. For example in the 1997/8 report it was found that in only 43% of 

AGMs were any women present in their sample and in most cases their involvement was 

small. Both the 1996/7 and 1997/8 reports detail the small attendence of women at AGMs or 

monthly meetingslxii. Furthermore, most case studies report obstacles in dialogue due to a 

lack of respect for the opinion making of women within the decision making and arbitration 

institutions, which is exaserbated by the scarcity of women within Executive Committees and 

in the Forestry Department. Moreover, joint membership does not within itself guarantee 

increased entitlements to women, since there is often an appropriation of these funds by men, 

as Sarin's 1998 study in Midnapore indicated. 

 

The impact of JFM as an instrument of redressing intra-village inequalities is mixed. For 

example in the 1996/7 Survey report only 50% of respondents had joined the FPC, with more 

than a quarter of those not joining citing class differences as the main reasonlxiii. However, 

some respondents in our research who were of SC or ST background reported that they felt 

that their status had risen in the village as a consequence of the extra responsibility they were 

given through involvement in the FPC.  

  

Many critiques suggest that an overtly commercial bias remains in JFM. Astute observers of 

CPR management such as Jodha (1998) and Sarin et al (1998) suggest that the commercial 

imperatives of the forestry department are still misaligned with the livelihood necessities of 

the rural poor (Sarin et al 1998p328). In all the FPCs I surveyed, economic betterment was 

cited as the major reason for villagers being involved in the FPC. Whereas, in all of the 

interviews with Forestry Department staff, conservation of trees was cited as the primary 



concern. There is a subtle, though significant difference in these perspectives, and may add 

some credence to the critiques such as Jodha (1998), who argues that the system is little more 

than a palliative to appease villagers so that they will not erode timber harvest potential.   

 

There is little evidence that JFM has actually altered the predominance of ‘the iron triangle’ 

in its hold over the command of the resources, even though they are conceding 25% of the net 

profits. Moreover eucalyptus plantations are still predominant in many areas, despite villagers 

in my interviews asserting that these trees dried the soil and diverted the water away from 

fields. This would suggest that the FD’s own orientation is still very much geared towards the 

satisfaction of these larger commercial imperatives. Other States have set the profit sharing 

figure at 50%, which would seem to indicate the slight arbitrariness of the percentage for 

profit sharing. In terms of livelihood provision, the most significant source of everyday 

livelihood is NTFPs rather than timberlxiv. Jodha argues that the access to NTFPs occurs only 

because the FD finds them hard to collect or market and thus scornfully suggests that the 

collaboration is "half hearted" lxv 

 

In terms of changing the relationship between the Forestry Department and villagers there is 

little doubt that there is now less hostility. However FPCs members emphasised that the FD 

was still very much in control since they retained the power to dissolve the FPC. Moreover, 

the State government continues to dictate the terms under which villagers participate, as well 

as the benefits they are able to derive as a consequence of this involvementlxvi. This would 

seem a typical relationship in the many schemes which are styled as ‘participatory 

development’ such as JFM. There is often obfuscation of the key notions since a 

decentralisation of responsibility is (falsely) implied to involve an equal devolution of power 

and benefit.  

 

JFM as an extension of the logic of West Bengal development experience:  
It was suggested in previous section that JFM must be viewed in terms of the broader rural  

development environment, since the success or failure of the broader development structures 

will contribute to pressure upon the safety net of forests. The work of many scholars indicates 

there is scope for both optimism and reservation regarding development within rural West 

Bengallxvii. Most argue that the tenure of the Left Front Government has led to a more 

equitable rural society which has diminished the relative vulnerability of a large proportion of 

the rural populace in West Bengallxviii. 

 

However, the gains from the Left Front’s initiatives are far from evenly distributed, with 

some schemes, such as land reform, immunisation and the panachayats having greater 



success than others, such as literacylxix.  My own research found that both the vested (patta) 

land and sharecropping (Barga) reform measures, whilst limited in their scope, were of some 

significance in adding to food security.  

 

Similarly, there was wide variation in my own survey in the provision of deep (for drinking) 

and shallow (for irrigation) tube wells. Although the exact extent and success of the irrigation 

programme is the source of considerable scholarly debate in recent years, my own research 

found that this had had a considerable effect in assisting food security. The addition of 

another crop per year has assisted not only those who cultivate this land, but has contributed 

as an extra source of income for agricultural labourers.  

 

The Panchayats are a very important factor in the success of rural development in West 

Bengallxx. As Kohli (1987) has argued, a fundamental success of the politicised PRIs has 

been the seperation of economic (social) and political powerlxxi. Similarly, surveys by Dreze 

indicated that the Panchayats have shown less leakages in their distribution of poverty 

alleviation funds than other stateslxxii.  These institutions have been progressively empowered 

since 1985-6, when decentralised planning was introduced in West Bengal. Of the total grant 

extended to Bankura district for example, 91.16% went to the District Panchayat Fundlxxiii. 

This was divided so that 50% went to the lowest level Gram Panchayat, 20% to the 

Panchayat Samiti and 30% to the Zilla Parishadlxxiv. In financial terms therefore the West 

Bengal has been very effective in promoting the 73rd and 74th Amendmentslxxv. 

 

It should also be stressed that in the process the Left Front has endeavoured to restore an 

amount of legitimacy to the institutions of rural development process as much more 

representative of all those in the community. They are the exception in holding panchayat 

elections every five years. According to Partha Chatterjee, the progressive ideology which 

has shaped the transformation of rural society has been fundamentally influenced by peasant 

resistance and a legacy of a politicised peasant (led) agendalxxvi  

JFM should be viewed as following similar impetuses, in that its historical development and 

agenda can best be viewed as accommodating contesting interests rather than a forest 

department scheme initiated by a far sighted forestry official and ‘pushed upon’ villagers. 

There has not been sufficient recognition of the historical and cultural antecedents from the 

1760s onwards which provided the basis for the formation of Forest Protection Committees 

(FPCs). This scholarly bias has tended to understate the history of agitation and the 

accompanying grassroots political/cultural ideology, which provided the impetus for its 

development and spread. This is evidenced by the fact that the South West region continues 



to have the greatest proportion of FPCs. In 1994 whilst the region contains approximately 1/3 

of the states total forest area, it had 73 % of the FPCslxxvii. This is not the case for the recent 

spread of JFM initiatives, which have been much more ’top down’ in their formation with 

encouragement by State governments and the World Bank and suggests that replicability is 

far from unproblematiclxxviii. 

Those such as Chopra (1995) have argued that the relative success of the Joint Forest 

Managment experience in West Bengal was a major contributing factor in the 

recommendation by the Ministry of Environment and Forests for a shift in policy which 

culminated in the 1988 Forest Policylxxix. In turn, it can be argued that a major contributing 

factor in the proliferation of JFM in West Bengal was the implicit and explicit support 

extended to its formative stages from the Left Front Government and its bureaucratic 

structure. 

The example of JFM demonstrates the broader applicability of the Left Fronts development 

logic, including the PRIs and their associated programmes, land reform measures and the 

extension of irrigation. It also illustrates that there has been strong limits to what these 

reforms have been able to achieve, as there remains areas where a substantial proportion of 

the population is not receiving these programmes or is doing so in an insubstantial manner. 

The evidence from Bankura suggests that the strength of the Panchayats are a major factor 

both in supporting the functioning of JFM but also in providing other sources of livelihood 

options. Consequently, there is a wide variance in the financial and technical support that 

each village receives from the Panchayats.  

 

Liberalisation and Rural Development  

The policies and effects of the New Economic Policies are highly contested and it is not  

possible to give more than a broad brushstroke picture of their impacts. It can be said briefly 

however that the 2000 Budget, and the accompanying Economic Survey, clearly outline the 

Central Government’s priorities. These relate chiefly to “public finance, capital markets, 

inflation and balance of payments”lxxx.  Agriculture is given a very low priority and matters 

related to the biomass economy, or the environment, hardly rate as much as a passing 

mention. This would seem an oversight, to put it kindly, since an extremely noteworthy 

feature of the liberalisation regime has been the diversion of resources from community to 

private control as well as an accelerated rate of resource use and accompanying biotic 

pressurelxxxi. Given that the vast majority of the population are dependent upon these latter 



elements for a large part of their livelihoods, it would seem reasonable to assert that the first 

priority of the governments policy direction is more framed towards attracting foreign 

investors.  

The strangehold of pro-liberalisation advocates on the direction of Indian public policy, 

approaching something of a consensus amongst the mainstream parties, (elements of the left 

and the swadeshi faction notwithstanding), is illustrative of a typical transnationalised state 

whose “ policies and institutional arrangements are conditioned and changed by the power 

and mobility of transnational factions of capital”lxxxii.  Driven by a perceived need for fiscal 

restraint and an ideological commitment to market-led solutions, the state has substantially 

retreated from any perceived social responsibilities. Rather than systematically trying to 

identify the political causes of inequality, they have adopted almost wholesale the 

prescriptions of the Bretton Woods Institutions, despite the overwhelming evidence in many 

countries that this leads to increased inequality. This has broader linkages to the global 

economic order, or as Kiely observes “the triumph of neoliberalism can be seen as a 

reflection of the dominant interests in the global economy”lxxxiii.  Within the rural areas, this 

has translated into the following measureslxxxiv: 

1)Actual decline in Central Government Expenditures on rural development. This has  
2)Reduced transfers to State governments,  
3) Reduced spread and rising prices of public distribution systemlxxxv.  
 4) Reduced access to rural credit because of financial liberalisationlxxxvi. 
 

The effects of this has been a reversal in the trend of the 1970s and 1980s, which saw a 

consistent decrease in rural poverty levels and in the levels of inequality in consumption 

expenditure. Whilst there is little doubt that the impact of the biases in development has 

historically been to divert funds away from the vast majority of the population, it bears 

emphasis that poverty in India had been falling steadily in the 1970s and 1980s, especially 

outside of the stagnating BIMARU stateslxxxvii. In those states that have made a concerted 

effort to alter entrenched inequalities in asset holding, increase employment in the rural areas, 

improve agricultural productivity and provide social opportunities, such as West Bengal and 

Kerala there has been a considerable impactlxxxviii.  

 

The transnationalised state that has emerged in the post 1991 era is centred on an inflow of 

foreign investment to spark an increase in economic growth and alter the macro-economic 

variables. In this perspective poverty alleviation programmes and rural development is 



replaced by a ‘trickle down’, which will presumably flow after the fiscal obsessions of 

Washington have been observed. Such a sectoral strategy is justified within the neoliberalist 

paradigm so as to increase efficiency and increase growth rateslxxxix. However as Dreze and 

Sen (1995) argue, such a strategy assumes a certain level of capabilities, which enable the 

capacity to take advantage of changing opportunities a la the ‘East Asian miracle’. As 

Herring (1999) recently argued “ rapid growth may be a solution for the poor with some 

assets, contacts, mobility, energy and low risk aversion, but do nothing for the most 

intractable poverty”xc.  

However such subtleties are ignored in the universal recipe for globalisation and economic 

integration which India is now undertaking. Globalisation is viewed as a panacea, and its 

claims are bolstered by the prescriptive ‘science’ of neoliberal economics. In many ways 

therefore the ruling classes of India are again obscuring the deep seated power relations 

which fashion the distribution of resources under the guise of ‘scientific’ management.  An 

interesting comparison can be thus be drawn between the discourses which privileged ‘state 

led’ exclusionary structures in the pre-liberalisation era and the ‘market-led’ privileging in 

the post liberalisation period. In both cases, development discourses masquerading as science 

legitimised certain interests to the detriment of others. 

 

VI Conclusion: The ambiguous position of JFM in an era of globalisation  

The paper has thus attempted to give a brief outline of the need to refocus on policy which 

safeguards and promotes livelihood strategies. It suggested that the historical economic and 

political development of India, ‘ the half hearted state capitalism’, has meant that there is a 

large proportion of the population that are without a secure command of resources. 

Furthermore that the current phase of haphazard neoliberalism continues to decrease the 

livelihood options as the price of basic commodities is increasing without a comcommittant 

growth in rural employment to offset its effects, and diverts resources towards those in 

structurally privelaged positions. Thus globalisation should be seen as an extension of the 

politics of exclusion and contestation rather than as a distinct occurrence. 

Joint Forest Management occupies an ambiguous position within the era of globalisation. In 

its evolution it can be seen as an extension of the logic of the broader development ideology 

of the Left Front Government. Whilst it has rightfully been lauded nationally and 

internationally as a significant demonstration of the capacity of communities to co-manage 

natural resources, its efficacy is highly varied. JFM exemplifies that replicating and 



sustaining the positive achievements of a particular micro-level renegotiation of inequalities 

into a broader national agenda, under the guise of  ’participatory development’, is far from 

unproblematic.  

Moreover, whilst it has demonstrated the possibility of operating both as a saftey net and as a 

facilitator of greater livelihood options, in other cases it appears little more than a tool of 

cooption by the ‘iron triangle’ so that timber harvest will not be disrupted.  Whilst it 

incorporates a laudable degree of participation and is more sensitive to livelihood needs, it 

remains a ‘top-down and bottom-up’ approach which does not necessarily prioritise the needs 

of its supposed beneficiaries. To a limited extent this confirms that there is a male dominated 

‘middle peasant’ strata circumscribing the limits of reform, but it also suggests that there is 

potential for further redressal of this in the futurexci.  

However the same can not be said for all of the other states which have taken up JFM type 

schemes, and in many cases, as has been argued by several commentators regarding 

Karnataka, this has been a top down initiativexcii. This is driven in part by donor pressure, 

partly by ‘efficiency’ considerations in an era where tightening of expenditure is a strong 

motivation. Moreover, the continued endorsement of Eucalyptus plantations, in West Bengal 

and elsewhere, remains contentious, in that they are fast growing but also dry the soil and 

have little benefit for forest products.  

Globalisation in the neoliberal version ascribes a place for non-statist actors such as voluntary 

organisations and NGOs. Unfortunately the use of these participatory schemes, is also part of 

the Washington Consensus and this may simply be part of an ideological agenda to ‘rollback 

the state’ as Roger Jeffery has suggested about the World Banks support of an 

‘entrepreneurially’ focussed JFM in Indiaxciii. Consequently the proliferation of JFM type 

initiatives must be viewed with some scepticism. In many ways the retreat of the state from 

positive interventions and the cowering postures of India’s leaders before the edifice of the 

(post?) Washington Consensus offers little positive for rural development, nor to the vast 

majority who are dependent upon it. The experience of JFM, as well as the broader rural 

development experience in West Bengal however suggests a crucial role for an appropriately 

located sympathetic state apparatus in extending capabilities and altering preexisting 

inequalitiesxciv.  
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