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]Oi('](- management of degraded forest lands has given new hope for the
communities directly dependent on the forests on the one hand, and for the
forest .dcpmment lo achieve a sustained yield of timber, on th'c other. The
evolution of the forest protection committees (FPCs) and their sucu%.ss in
{cgcncratirlg sal forests in south west Bengal, drew attention of the State
forest department (I'D) in the late 1980s, and subsequently was endorsed b
the Government of India’s Ministry of Forests and Environment. Y

: Following a Government of India order issued on June 1, 1990, endors-
ing’ ih.ﬁ joint forest management (JFM) approach, a number O’f Stal;s began
adopting the south west Bengal FPC model which is essentially an cndcav%ur
of social fencing of the forest lands by the local community in retumn for free
a;ccss to Qon-tinlbcr forest produce, 25 per cent share of the intermediate
biomass yicld from forestry operations, and 25 per cent of mc-nei sales
proceeds from rotational harvest of pole/timber. As of 1992, the JFM

programme has been undertaken by the forest departments of ten States,
besides West Bengal. 1

. Governmental support of the JI'M approach notwithstanding, the op-
erational success varies in these States.'Even within a Stale, there m: numer-
ous FPCs which are not functioning very well within a ;hort period after
their formation and some forest fringe communities have remained imrzms;-
gent to the attempts to form FPCs. A survey in Jamboni range, Midna
c:hsmq of West Bengal showed that while 74 per cent of lhe, H?‘Cs \;:(ej:
functioning well, several stopped functioning soon after their formation-
(Malhotra ct gl. 1990). For eliciting a community’s participation in the JI‘??\{
pr gramme, it seems, therefore necessary to understand the social motiva-
tional forces that have propelled the programme where it originated and
made successful. This paper allemplts to describe the origin of tF}e‘model in
south-west Bengal from a perspective not so far explicitly 24aken by lh::
standard accounts of the history of JFM.
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Origin of the Model

The unabated crisis especially of fuclwood in the district caused rapid
degradation of all forest lands, including the QGS plantations. Around the
early 1960s the entire Midnapore district (and other adjacent districts) be-
came totally denuded of forest stands. This led to a total loss of revenue for
the FD, and the local communities faced an acule shortage of fuel and
fodder customarily obtainable from the forests. A large section of the popu-
lation starled migrating seasonally (o olher areas in search of wage employ-
ment. All conventional measures of the FD became grossly inadequate even
to protect the degraded sal coppice bushes. It was increasingly being realised
by the FD that without the active participation of the local communities, the
coppice forests had no future (Palit 1990). i :

A conference of the foresters of the State FD on the “Problems of
Protection” of forests observed that “effective forest protection is possible
only through the cooperation of the local people and by meeting the needs of
the local population without losing sight of the ultimate aims of scientific
forest management in the region.” It was also at this conference that for the
first time in the history of Indian forest management the idea of joint forest
management (JEM) was mooted. The conference recommended the follow-
ing steps to be taken by the Government of West Bengal: - b

.. . lo encourage setting up of local forest protection committees with
suitable recognition and conferring powers of honorary forester on
members and such other concession as may be made available, . . . t0
identify the needs of forest produce of local population, particularly
where such commiltees are set up and meet their needs before any salo
to market through open auction is done (Anon 1912):

In 1972, Dr. AK. Banerjee, the then Divisional Forest Officer,
Midnapore Division, launched a most innovative project (upon a pledge by
the local ribals) on the lines of the above recommendations called “Socio-
economic Project” in a cluster of 11 villages in the Arsbarl Block of the
district. This project involved eliciting the cooperation of the local popula-
lion lo regenerate and protect the coppicing sal forest (as well as the planta-
tions of QGS) through the formation of grassroots management groups in
return for free availability of non-timber forest produce (NTFP), first prefer-
ence of employment in the FD workforce, and a promise of 25 per cent share
in the net cash output from the sale of short rotation sal poles. Altogether
618 families participated ir the project, protecting 1,272 ha of forest land

(Malbotra and 1989). Under the protection of the community, the forests

began to regenerate rapidly through coppice growth.
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Bascd on the success of the Arabari experiment, the JI'M programme
spread grz}dually to the neighbouring areas and received increasing support
from the D and volunlary organisations. A supplementary proofofthc FD’s
f:mhusiasm may be found in the beginning of the social forestry programme
in 1981 as a State policy, with the financial support of the World Ean‘k. This
too required people’s involvement in its plantation efforts. |

Institutionalising the Approach

The Government of West Bengal issued two orders dated July 1989
and vAugus( 1990 (for details sce Wastelands News Nov. 1990-Jan. 1991)
con[crr?ng legitimacy on the approach, which has been widely replicated in
gihcr districts. From an initial modest number of (:ommunitjc; participating
in the JFM programme in the early 1980s, the number of FPCs in the distid
of Midnapore are estimated in 1990 to have been 648, with about 94,176 ha
of degraded forest land under their protection. The number of FPC‘,S ha\"c
shot up to 751 by 1992, protecting 122,527 ha of forest land. As of April
11992, 1,912 FPCs were formed in the three south western distdds protect-
ing 254,646 ha of degraded forests (Bardhan Roy 1992), which C(;nstjtutcs
63.32 per cent of the total forest land in the region.

A Subaltern Detail

The above account of the evolution of the FPC model of JFM is the
standard official one, which is Likely to purport an elitist interpretation in
terms of mobilisation, or at least initiation of the process in the local villages
from the top by the forest bureaucrals. While the reports from the State FD
staff (e.g. Ghosh 1988) as well as from NGOs (¢.g- Roy 1992) do acknowl-
edge the importance of grassroots level FD workers in popularising the
model across the forest communities, there remains a tendency to explain
the initial drive for forming FPCs by an urge that percolated down the
d;partmental hierarchy, to gencrate forest revenue, which in the final analy-
sis seems to be the prime mover. This “lop down” view betrays an inclina-
tion to underestimate the extent of popular initiatives, both on the part of the
lowgr rank FD personnel and by the villagers themselves. As Sumit Sarkar
(1984) has pointed out in a different context, what needs (o be queslion':d‘ is

the cenlral assumption. . . that subaltermn groups lack any relatively
autonomous culture or mind of their own, and only respond mechani-

chy to economic pressures or are mobilised through initiatives from
the top. :

An analysis of the social mechanisms underlying the initiation and

- e - anc
success of the FPC model is in order. The subaltern category in this analysis
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subsumes the lower rank FD staff together with the village communitics
depending for survival on the forest. Clearly, the interests and motives of
these groups for involvement in the protection of forests were few and far
between, although the most obvious common motivating factor among the
groups was the perception of the significance of forests. But the objectives
of forest protection as perceived by the different groups were oflcn ex-
tremely diverse.

A thread of the sense and intention of an autonomous community
control of forests seems to have been spun from the popular spirit of indig-
enous people’s movements in the region. The tribal conviction that forests
eo ipso belong to the tribals (Elwin 1963) was sustained by the Jharkhand
movement that had arisen from the tribals’ alienation of land due to several
industrics both in the public and private sector in the Chotanagpur plateau. It
was coupled with the demand for job opportunities and was against ethnic
discrimination. Bureaucratic exploitation of the displaced tribals and their
inability to repay debts after paying high rates of interest resulted in a
general fecling against dikus, a term which originally meant non-tribal
zamindars and lheir employees, and later, all non-tribals. In 1951, the
Jharkhand Party was formed as a continuation of the Adivasi Sabha organised
in 1938 for promoting tribal welfare, and in connection with the right to use
the forest in the Chotanagpur area. The Birsa Seva Dal was formed in 1967,
which advocated the cause of tribal sludents and workers of Bihar (Sen
1972). The party acquired membership also from the south westem districts
of Bengal and has won wide popularity over the issue of tribal self-gover-
nance among all the tribal and even some non-tribal communities, particu-
larly the Kurmis. The initial bitterness against the Kurm{ peasantry so mani-
fest in the first half of the nineteenth century has subsided, as they have been
accepted, through the shared ethos in respect of forest resource use, as a part
of the tribal universe (Singh 1972).

However, the decisive thrust for a drive for forest regeneration and
protection came from a realisation of the importance of forest produce driven
home to the villagers by the severe drought of the early 1970s, coupled wilh
the acute wood famine that prevailed in south west Bengal. During the lean
period of agricultural production, a significant portion of the diet of the
villagers consisted of wild berries, tubers and mushrooms from the forests
that were now severely degraded. There was also an acute scarcily of
browsable fodder for the grazing cattle. Finally, the forests were depleted of
all traces of wood for sale as fuelwood, for which there has always been a
demand in the townships: in Salua markel, for example. The Army base 100
constituted a large clientele that motivated the nearby villagers to extract
headloads of fuelwood regularly from the forests. Within the villages, upper







