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Translator introduction :

This amazing book contains several chapters and this is the result of two
Authors and several practical and theoretical studies, This book talks about
the Gender and the targeting women in sustainable project programs and the
Impact of dams in Malaysia on the indigenous people who have lived in
these areas since the dawn of history, what attracted me to translate this
book is that it resembles the tragedy of the Manasir (Merowe Dam) in
Sudan , and how displacement affected them after they lost their lands |,
farms and animals but the government did not compensate them. As they
were placed in barns and good between death in those barns or escaping to
the forests (their original home) and also they will be killed by the fire of
the British colonizer at that time, Or by the fire of the communist rebels, |
also translated the second part of the book, which talks about the treatment
of women in Nepal, as in the past, forests were open to them, cutting down
and cultivating whenever they wanted to. Then the government listed the
forests as community forests and they were organized to go to the forest
(once a week). Not only, but also they pay money to the forest keeper, but
they don't know how it is spent and how much, They protect the forest for
free, and if they demand their rights, they are shot with their mouths, As is
the case in some areas in eastern Sudan and places of agriculture, So, this
book is although the challenges that | faced, including strange terms and
names, and new customs and the writers, However, it is overburdened with
(cultural) knowledge and interesting in terms of getting to know customs and
traditions.



Autonomy Reconstituted: Social and Gendered Implications of

Resettlement on the Orang Asli of Peninsular Malaysial

CarolYong Ooi Lin

Introduction

The Orang Asli (literally, ‘first people’) are known as the original inhabitants
of West Malaysia, or Peninsular Malaysia.They comprise 18 ethnic sub-
groups, but for administrative purposes are classified officially into three
main groups, namely Negrito, Senoi and Proto-Malay. Currently, they
represent approximately 0.6 per cent of the national population of Malaysia
of 23.27 million (Malaysian Government Census; JHEOA, 2000). This
chapter examines the social and gendered consequences of the involuntary
resettlement of the Orang Asli,who have been displaced by two large dam
projects,the Temenggor Dam in Upper Perak and the Sungai Selangor Dam
in Kuala Kubu Bahru. Resettlement has had severe impacts on displaced
Orang Asli communities because it has so drastically altered their livelihood
strategies and impacted on their identity (World Bank,1994;World
Commission on Dams,2000).The Orang Asli have been forced to move from
their homelands to large state projects,and Ghai (1994) notes such projects
are usually linked to powerful vested interests, resulting not only in personal
losses but also in violation of the community’s customary land and ancestral
rights. | start by briefly discussing some conceptual issues in dam-induced
displacement and resettlement, and the research problems thus raised. The

chapter next provides background information on the recent history of Orang



Asli resettlement, the two dams and relocation programmers, and the
methods of data collection. Against this background, I examine how loss of
Orang Asli economic and social autonomy due to state-imposed dam
projects and resettlement has radically reordered the pre-existing dominant
normative framework on land property and access, contributing to a general
loss of women’s access and rights to land. The conclusion reiterates the
complexity of dam resettlement processes and their inextricable links to
broader questions of land rights and resource access. Displacement and
resettlement The 20th century has been characterized as the ‘century of the
refugee’ (Colson, 2003). Development-induced displacement remains an
urgent issue, invariably affecting indigenous and tribal communities. The
adverse impact of inundation on household and community livelihoods has
been well documented, particularly through the 1980s,a period Dwivedi
(2002,p710) called the ‘decade of displacement’. Various studies have
described the consequences of forced resettlement (Scudder and Colson,
1982; Goldsmith and Hildyard, 1984; Dreze et al, 1997; Mahapatra,
1999;Yong, 2003). Others have highlighted the violence and intimidation
around dam and resettlement disputes (Colson, 1971; Hansen and Oliver-
Smith, 1982).Those displaced are largely indigenous and tribal peoples. As
the World Commission on Dams (WCD) (2000,p110) attests:

Due to neglect and lack of capacity to secure justice because of structural
inequities, cultural dissonance, discrimination and economic and political
marginalization, indigenous and tribal peoples have suffered
disproportionately from the negative impacts of large dams, while often

being excluded from sharing in the benefits.



A noted expert in the field of resettlement issues is Michael Cernea
(1999,2000), the proponent of the Impoverishment Risks and Reconstruction
Model.Cernea’s hypothesis is that displacement with no resettlement
policies or poorly handled resettlement policies results in eight main risks of
impoverishment: landlessness, joblessness, homelessness, marginalization,
increased morbidity, food insecurity, loss of access to common property and
social disarticulation. His model assumes that resettlement policies can fail
to protect those at risk,but the inadequacies and failings of resettlement can
be minimized by operationalizing mitigation measures in the planning
process (Cernea,1997). Cernea’s model has been a groundbreaking influence
on policies for infrastructure development, but there are weaknesses in his
approach. First, his approach assumes that the dislocated community is
homogeneous and thus ignores the fact that risks are borne differently by
different groups within the community and that mitigating the risks for some
can increase the vulnerability of others.As Dwivedi (1999) argues, social
divisions such as gender, class, religion and ethnicity determine the degree
of impoverishment risk faced or perceived by different displaced peoples
(for example, women, men, rich farmers, landless, indigenous people and
politically marginalized groups) and each has different and varied responses
to involuntary resettlement. Second, in assuming that risks ....are built into
the planning process and can be anticipated, minimized or mitigated, he
ignores the argument that impoverishment is also a consequence of
structural inequalities, cultural dissonance, institutional discrimination and
political marginalization (World Commission on Dams,2000). Recent
studies have linked large dam building and its consequences with historical
and political circumstances (KHRP, 1999, 2003) or with social and

environmental history (Isaacman and Sneddon, 2000). These studies raise



guestions about the broader context of authoritarian states in colonial and
postcolonial times, and their use of coercive power to achieve economic,
political and strategic objectives.Isaacman and Sneddon (2000,p600) argue
that:

The Cahora Bassa dam on the Lower Zambesi River in Mozambique is
about an authoritarian colonial state willing and able to use the full weight of
its coercive power to achieve a set of economic and strategic objectives,
which Lisbon believes would enable it to strengthen its hold over
Mozambique. The deleterious social and ecological consequences of this

massive, state-imposed project never figured in the colonial equation.

Similarly, one of the central propositions of this chapter is that the exercise
of state power over the Orang Asli in Malaysia is an exercise in justification.
The state imposed project, designed to integrate the rural and backward
Orang Asli into national society (Hooker, 1991), provided an effective
means of resettling the Orang Asli by controlling and appropriating their
resources, particularly their land.As Colchester (1994) points out,
‘government-directed, large-scale development projects such as plantations,
dams and mines are justified as being in the national interest, and the state is
therefore exercising its power of eminent domain in denying local peoples
‘rights’(p80).Scott’s (1998) ideology of high modernism is helpful in
understanding why development projects are implemented by the modern
state, and at times replicated, despite it being known they are problematic.
Scott claims that it is because of the quest to assume greater control over its
territory and power that the state has devised numerous schemes intended to
improve the human condition, but that these have ‘gone tragically awry’(p4).

While there is a vast literature on gender and the environment (Joekes et al,



1994),gender is still largely missing in the dams and resettlement literature
and in public debate. It is only recently that the WCD has attempted to focus
on gender and dams under the thematic review process, pointing out that
dam-related relocation programmes cannot be fully understood without a
concern for gender. According to the WCD (2000), gender gaps have
widened and women have frequently borne a disproportionate share of the
social costs because they are often discriminated against in the sharing of
benefits. Thus, the WCD process recommends that a comprehensive
assessment be made on issues such as gender, displacement and
development, which have not received the attention they deserve, and it lays
down social and gender equity as one of the five principles in the process of
resettlement....... The role of the state in the resettlement of the Orang Asli
A critical episode in the British occupation of Malaya was the Emergency of
1948-1960, when the colonial government was at war with the communist
insurgents. Under the guise of ‘national security’, the colonial government
embarked on the mass relocation of the ‘dispersed and scattered rural
population ... into barbed wire perimeter, fortified entries, look-out towers,
and an armed guard of police’ (Dobby, 19521953, pp163-164).About half
a million of those resettled were of Chinese origin, whom the British
suspected might be communist members or sympathizers.The Orang Asli
were also forcibly resettled so that they would not support the insurgents
(Dobby, 1952-1953; Public Records Office, Kew, 1952, 1953; Noone,
1972). Unlike Chinese villagers, who were allowed to plant vegetable
gardens,the Orang Asli were completely cut off from their normal activities
of hunting, fishing and forest foraging. Further, Orang Asli homes and food
stocks were destroyed and their ladang (farmlands) and crops bombed.
Hundreds died from the physical and psychological shock or simply lost the



will to live (Dobby, 1952-1953; Noone, 1972; Carey, 1976; Hood, 1996).
Some escaped by cutting the barbed wire at night and fleeing back to the
deep jungle while others, though still unaffected, abandoned their villages
and retreated into the jungle,or sought protection from the insurgents. In late
1953,the British colonialists recognized that the policy of resettling the
Orang Asli outside the jungle had been a failure.They devised a new tactic
of winning the hearts and minds of the Orang Asli by creating forts in the
jungle and bringing medical services and other amenities to them.With the
success of this tactic, the post-colonial government has retained the jungle
forts for Orang Asli. In 1976,the government further proposed a plan to
regroup the Orang Asli settlements in the Titiwangsa region, along the
central main range thought to be bases for communist insurgents (FDTCP,
1979).This culminated in the establishment of 25 regroupment schemes in
the Titiwangsa area, including Air Banun, where one of the study sites is
located.2 Officially,moving the Orang Asli into regroupment schemes is
seen as a political project to protect the Orang Asli, who are assumed to be
isolated from national society.The idea that the government could provide
protection for the Orang Asli is supported by the scientific creation of the
‘backward primitive’, as Escobar (1991, 1995) has suggested, which in turn
created the idea of a deficiency or underdevelopment that needed to be
addressed. Dobby (1952-53) wrote that, to the colonial government, helping
the Orang Asli meant bringing civilization to them and protecting them from
enemies, which in the context of security meant the communist insurgents.3
Following the protectionist policy of the colonizers, the government took
advantage of the situation to continue resettling the Orang Asli, although it
changed its purpose from security to infrastructure development. Building

dams provides the main impetus for such development and, at the same time,



justifies the project of resettling the Orang Asli and controlling and
appropriating their resources, particularly land. As....... Eriksen (1995,p47)
reminds us,‘power-holders in any society must in one way or another
legitimate their power’. There are no current official estimates of the total
number of persons displaced by dam projects in Malaysia, but new dams
being built or proposed continue to affect those living in project areas. A
former Minister of Works announced that 260 suitable dam sites had been
identified, as another 47 dams are needed in Peninsular Malaysia by the year
2010, largely to meet the power demands of urban centres and industry
(Tan,1997).This obviously poses a threat to the Orang Asli living on
ancestral lands in river ecosystems and forests. Dam-displaced Orang Asli
are most often relocated in regroupment schemes or resettlement sites with
hardly any guarantee over their land tenure.The state plays a critical role in
Implementing its agenda and programmes with regards to the Orang Asli,
given that its powers have been endorsed by both the British colonial and
Malaysian governments (see Malaysian Government,1954;Ministry of
Interior, 1961) with support from vested economic interests.These projects
invariably involve state appropriation of forests and rivers,in addition to the
resettlement of the affected communities (Gadgil and Guha, 1994).The
problem is aggravated by compensation that is not commensurate with their
losses, and frequently lacking completely.The implications for women are
more far-reaching, on account of the absence of security over the tenure of
their lands as indigenous people, and because of unequal opportunities with
regard to access and rights to land from within their own society when the
application and practice of customary law has been undermined by the state
(Yong,2006). Women are generally absent from the schemes of the state

except in relation to ideologies of family and women’s place within them.



Seemingly obvious are models of women’s roles in the broader context of
society and the state through powerful mediating forces such as the family
and religion (Healey, 1999). Attention is thus focused on a number of
programmes that are primarily, although not exclusively, targeted at women
and training them to be ‘good wives and mothers’. The Sungai Selangor
Dam is a case in point. In April 2001, the dam concessionaire, Konsortium
TSWA-GAMUDA-KDEB (later called Syarikat Pengeluar Air Sungai
Selangor or SPLASH)4, initiated Taklimat Rumah Sempurna, or the
Familiarization Programme for Orang Asli Womenfolk,prior to their
resettlement to Kampong Gerachi and Kampong Peretak.This programme ‘is
specifically for the womenfolk to equip them with knowledge on the use of
modern house equipment and appliances, household management,
cleanliness and hygiene’ (www.splash.com.my).A front-page picture of a
group of women being briefed on ‘urban living’ by a state community
development officer also appeared in the daily newspaper Metro (27 April
2001). In contrast, the men were provided with training on building
construction to prepare them for jobs at the dam site. This dominant gender
stereotype is all too familiar to feminists: women being better nurturers and
men being better at earning money, resulting in the extension of gender
inequality in the family and in society...... The Temenggor Dam and
resettlement of the Jahai The 127m high Temenggor dam, located in Upper
Perak, about 300km north of the capital city of Kuala Lumpur, was
constructed in 1979 for power generation. The project involved the
inundation of an area covering 15,200ha, including the houses of 266
families with an estimated 1000 individuals from 13 Orang Asli
communities,who are mainly the Jahai and Temiar,with a minority of Lanoh
and Semai5 (Itam Wali, 1993).The Orang Asli living on the shores of the



Temenggor Lake were relocated to the Pulau Tujuh resettlement site in the
mid-1970s in preparation for the dam construction.6 However,in 1979 it
became apparent that the dam would flood the Pulau Tujuh resettlement
scheme and the Jahai were moved again to the present site at Air Banun.The
dam project also affected 124 Malay families who were resettled in
Kampong Air Ganda in Gerik,Upper Perak, but separately from the Orang
Asli.At the time of this research, there were 15 Orang Asli villages
regrouped in Air Banun. However, | stayed in only one Jahai village in the
area, which | refer to in this chapter under the pseudonym of Kampong
Gajah. The reservoir today is touted as a popular tourist attraction in Perak,
due to the surrounding ‘hidden riches’of the Temenggor and Belum Forest
Reserves,the Orang Asli villages and historical towns in the vicinity such as
Gerik and Lenggong. The Sungai Selangor Dam and resettlement of the
Temuan In 1986, a study entitled ‘Development of Sungai Selangor for
water supplies to Klang Valley and Southern Kuala Selangor’ was released,
and four possible dam locations were identified (SOSS, 1999). One of these
was the Sungai Selangor Dam site.In 1999,SPLASH carried out an
environmental impact assessment for the proposed development, and was
later awarded the contract by the Selangor State government to build the
dam across the Selangor River, about 5km east of Kuala Kubu Bahru and
60km from Kuala Lumpur. The dam project was approved, even though
there were 45 conditions attached to the environmental impact
assessment,which the Department of Environment and the Selangor State
government refused to divulge to the public (Joint Press Statement by
Concerned NGOs and Individuals on the Selangor River Dam, 24 July
1999).The dam is a 114m high rock-fill dam, purportedly built to prevent a

water crisis in urban centres. It inundated 600ha of land, including two well-



known Temuan villages, namely Kampong Gerachi and Kampong Peretak.
The Temuan belong to the Proto-Malay group of Orang Asli,and are
considered as more settled Orang Asli involved in permanent agriculture or
riverine and coastal fishing.An estimated 76 Temuan families were
displaced from their homes and ancestral lands around Sungai Selangor and
Sungai Gerachi. Of these, 37 families (160 persons) were located in
Kampong Gerachi near Sungai Gerachi and 39 families (179 persons) in
Kampong Peretak, 6km upstream on Sungai Selangor.The affected families
in Kampong Gerachi were resettled in August.....2001 to Kampong Gerachi
Jaya,a site in hilly terrain about 20km further from the old village.Kampong
Peretak was relocated in October 2001,and has retained its old name.The
resettlement scheme contained 41 houses in Kampong Gerachi Jaya and 43

houses in Kampong Peretak.

Method

Information was collected between September 2002 and August 2003 in two
dam resettlement programmes from nine villages. Primary data was
collected in Kampong Peretak and Kampong Gerachi Jaya in Kuala Kubu
Bahru affected by the Sungai Selangor Dam, and only one village in the RPS
Banun in Gerik affected by the Temenggor Dam, which | refer to in this
chapter as Kampong Gajah. For comparative purposes, | also did a rapid
observation in five adjacent Orang Asli villages and one Malay village
(Kampong Air Ganda) around Gerik. Why were these two projects and

Orang Asli communities (Jahai and Temuan) chosen? The Temenggor



reservoir was dammed in 1979, but the scanty information does not reflect
the current situation. In contrast, voluminous data are available on the recent
Sungai Selangor Dam, but the data need to be studied to reveal the rich
empirical account of the two displaced communities.Moreover, the Temuan
case shows a stronger sense of involvement and influence of official and
unofficial groups of actors — including Orang Asli from other villages and
other areas, the state, NGOs, academics and the media — while the Jahai
community was almost invisible to public scrutiny. Nevertheless, in both
areas, the gendered dimension of displacement and resettlement is missing
and thus needs to be researched and integrated into the scholarship on
resettlement and migration, as well as into mainstream national development
planning, policies and programmes.Although the two dam projects were
more than 20 years apart, my fieldwork data show similar patterns and
processes as for the state-directed resettlement of Orang Asli. At the village
level, | used in-depth interviews with key community informants,face-to-
face or small-group discussions and participant observation.At both research
sites, | selected key informants by walking around the village to identify the
villagers’ reliability and reactions to my presence and my study. The
snowballing method was used to identify individuals who were willing to
participate, and who suggested further individuals to meet. This process
involved chatting, sharing experiences, following them on their daily
activities within and outside their homes. As a woman researcher ,more
women and children tended to show me around than men .I made conscious
attempts to obtain information from men as well. Specific situations opened
up opportunities to tackle gender-based issues. For example, | participated in
several social and cultural functions, especially weddings in Kampong

Gerachi Jaya, where | was frequently called upon to be the photographer.



This allowed me to discuss issues related to marriage,children and so on
with the bride and her escorts......... State-led dam resettlement,Orang Asli
land and resources rights Resettlement:Undermining Orang Asli land rights
and identity As noted earlier, the Jahai in Banun had to make way for the
construction of the Temenggor Dam,only to be asked to move again when
the dam itself flooded the initial Pulau Tujuh resettlement site.Until their
resettlement,the Jahai community were territorial and moved in community
groups.Claims to a specific territory for dwelling, hunting or foraging were
negotiated and agreed between the male Ileaders of different
groups.Territorial boundaries were identified by features of the landscape,
such as rivers or streams, catchment areas, clumps of rattan or certain trees,
legitimizing the group’s rights over a particular area. In contrast to foraging
communities like the Jahai, the Temuan community established their
customary rights to ancestral land through the process of occupation for
generations, which entitled members in the group to rights over the land and
resources. The distinction between ancestral rights to lands and titling based
on stategranted legal rights is important. Thus,not all Orang Asli can
successfully claim rights to land.Only those able to document their history
with a link to longstanding occupation of a territory that they have inhabited
and used can do so. In most cases, women’s access to land is still heavily
reliant on group-specific rights to ancestral lands.When the state introduced
individual title to land, Orang Asli collective rights to ancestral lands and
access to resources were redefined, and most Orang Asli have found it
difficult to assert their claims. But as women and men come to terms with
the redefinition of their land rights and access to resources,patriarchal
tendencies and male-oriented bias within the state and Orang Asli society

combine to marginalize women (see Yong,2006). Hunting, fishing and forest



foraging were the main economic activities of the Jahai community, but
these activities were disrupted when the Temenggor Dam project was
mooted and they were removed.Today, the formal status of the Jahai
community in Kampong Gajah has been defined by the state as ‘settled
Orang Asli communities’ and as Muslims, vis-a-vis state processes of
islamization and integration into the Malay culture, which occurred in the
1980s. Conversion to Islam resulted in altered gender relations. For example,
conjugal relations were changed with the introduction of the concept of
‘woman as keeper of the family and home’, whilst men are obliged to
assume responsibility for protecting and providing for wife and children. For
the Jahai women in Kampong Gajah who converted to Islam, an ustazzah
(woman Muslim missionary) visits them, primarily to teach them the Koran
and to enhance their skills as mothers and wives.A resident ustaz (male
Muslim missionary) also coaches the men in religious and ritual
affairs,assuming a more visible public profile than the ustazzah. As a result
of the process of conversion to Islam, men’s and women’s roles in
traditional Jahai society have been altered. Whilst at Kampong Gajah, |
observed........ cases where the Jahai were struggling to retain their symbolic
identity as nomadic peoples.They tried to continue with the practice of
hunting with blowpipes and consuming forest game such as wild boar,
monkeys and birds; practices severely eroded by resettlement and notions of
‘indigeneity’ defined according to state rules.The conversion to Islam,
besides placing prohibitions on their traditional way of life, actually tends to
deny the Orang Asli control over their traditional territories, as Nicholas
(2000) contends. Nicholas (2000, pp102—-103 ) argues that the state realizes
that the identity of the Orang Asli is dependent on two very fundamental



aspects, namely their attachment to a particular ecological niche, and a

spirituality linked very much to that attachment ,and therefore:

It is only logical that to appropriate the traditional territories of the Orang
Asli,one must reduce or remove their attachment to them.This can be
achieved by forcibly removing or resettling them, or by instituting strategies
and programs aimed at their de-culturalization.But first,to take either
course,one must destroy their political independence — their autonomy — and

create a dependent community.

The Temuan communities in Kampong Gerachi and Kampong Peretak were
also dispossessed of their traditional lands and homes in the wake of
resettlement following the construction of the Sungai Selangor Dam. |
remember the wisdom of Mak Minah Anggong, an Asli woman activist from
Kampong Peretak, who stressed that forced resettlement of the Temuan and
Orang Asli caused hardship because land was so economically and socially

central to the Orang Asli:

We Orang Asli are the most heavily sacrificed group if the dam goes ahead —
we lose our ancestral land and forests which provide us with so much
food,besides firewood,medicinal herbs and raw materials for building our
houses and making handicrafts.We also lose our source of income from
jungle produce such as bamboo,rattan,petai and forest fruits.We will be
resettled.l do not want to leave this village which has been my home for so

long.

Mak Minah was exceptional in several ways. She was an Asli singer and
woman healer in Kampong Peretak.When news of her talents spread in the

early 1980s, she attracted a group of urban musicians to befriend her and the



villagers.This suggests that the Orang Asli are not an isolated and backward
community, as the state generally perceives them to be, true also of Orang
Asli women. Indeed, outside actors played a significant role in the campaign
against the construction of the Sungai Selangor Dam,which has added a new
dimension to Orang Asli struggles for their rights. Mak Minah continued to
protest against the Sungai Selangor Dam until her last breath, on 21
September 1999. She considered the project an outright encroachment on
Orang Asli ancestral territories,and the consequent loss not just of their
livelihoods but also their status and identity as the original ‘first
peoples’of...... the country. The Orang Asli, like indigenous peoples and
ethnic minorities elsewhere, have a special relationship with their land. Land
Is the foundation of their economic, social-cultural, political and spiritual
way of life (Colchester, 1999).The indigenous view of land is imbued with a
spirituality and sacredness that sustains their cultural identity. In contrast to
the Orang Asli worldview, land and forests are seen by the state and various
private development agencies as increasingly expensive, scarce and precious
commodities and resources for profit making.Accordingly, the state can
revoke,and indeed has revoked,the status of Orang Asli customary rights to
land, despite some degree of recognition and protection provided for in
legislation (Aboriginal People’s Act 1954,revised 1974).Amongst some
Orang Asli communities such as the Semai, women have some rights to
inherit customary land through marriage or family entitlements (Nicholas et
al, 2002). Modern law, because it is founded on a different worldview,can
destroy or threaten the character of Orang Asli society and its relationship
with its land,and can replace it with a system where individualism,
materialism and opportunism thrive.This is not to say that all Orang Asli,

women or men, are victims. On the contrary, there are certain individuals



with the ability to manoeuvre and take advantage of the situation for
personal and familial gains, although more men than women are in a
position to do so,since they are perceived to be of higher status in the
community. This is especially the case when the state requires the Orang
Asli to apply for individual land titles, which more often than not are granted
to the men on the assumption that they head the household. In the modern
land system, Orang Asli men admittedly benefit from the system more than
women do. However, in the broader context of development,the Orang Asli
are in a fragile situation,in which their lands can be appropriated by the state
to suit its development agenda. In short, Orang Asli women are subjected to
double oppression: first within the changing Orang Asli context and second
within the wider society. Clear evidence has emerged in the Sungai Selangor
Dam case that the Temuan community have been squeezed into restricted
and generally low potential areas in the new resettlement sites. In particular,
the new site of Kampong Gerachi has no forests or other common resources
needed to meet basic subsistence needs. According to Nicholas (2000; see
also Meng, 1999), the areas allocated to the two resettlement sites were
actually much less than the size of their original areas, and thus the Temuans
lost up to 70 per cent of their traditional land. For example, 595ha of
traditional land was recognized as an Orang Asli reserve by Selangor state
government, but later claimed as state land in 1997. Furthermore, the
Selangor state government only offered the Temuan minimal cash
compensation (for a total of 104.4ha) and land replacement in the
resettlement scheme (2.4ha of land per family in Kampong Gerachi and
0.4ha in Kampong Peretak). Nevertheless, there has been some ‘leniency’ by
the dam concessionaire, SPLASH, for the Temuan to access the forests

beyond the dam site to look for food. Similarly, the Jahai were given ‘special



passes’ to enter the Temenggor Lake site for fishing or to enter the nearby

jungle to gather jungle...... produce.

Cernea (2000) has pointed out that regaining access to productive land is an
important factor for dislocated people to rebuild their livelihoods and coping
strategies. Despite this, | concluded that the great majority of Jahai and
Temuan households have been deprived of their traditional means of
subsistence. When traditional Orang Asli territories are acquired by the state
for infrastructure development projects, it is difficult to establish ancestral
ties since the state considers Orang Asli as ‘tenant-at-will” (Williams-Hunt,
1990; Edo, 1998). This means that an Orang Asli is allowed to remain in an
area subject to state authority, which can be reversed at the will of the
state.Thus, the Orang Asli are left with little or no legal recourse if the state
wishes to acquire the land (Edo, 1998). Neither is the state obligated to pay
any compensation. This is contrary to international instruments, including
the World Bank’s recommendation that a resettlement policy framework for
all cases of displacement should include ‘those who have no recognizable
legal right or claim to the land they are occupying” (World Bank, 2002, cited
in Schmidt-Soltau 2003, p532).An elderly man from Kampong Peretak

summed up the Orang Asli dilemma aptly:

Formerly our ancestors never had grants for their lands. We hardly dealt
with government officials on matters pertaining to land. Only now we must
have grants. I don’t want it.The government seemed to oppress us, that’s not

good. I never had a grant but others know which my land is.

Changing framework of land property and access: The effect on women’s

access and rights to land



Two elderly women in Kampong Gerachi told me that in traditional Orang
Asli society women were able to own land or property, especially through
family inheritance and marriage. By cultivating a given plot of land, either
alone or assisted by family members, the community recognized her rights

to use and control it’s one of them said:

My father gave my sister and me a piece of land to share.When | got
married,we divided the land into two portions.My sister got two acres and |
got three acres.l also inherited the durian orchard from my father.l have
three brothers,but my father didn’t consider it a hindrance to give daughters

land,as long as we work hard.

Nevertheless, their access to property rights is mediated in gendered ways —
the transfer of land to a woman is still through her father or her husband.
However, the situation of Kampong Gerachi is rather unusual.The
community is more closely knit, and hence women’s access and control over
land resources is more embedded in their relations to kin groups than within
the conjugal contract. Moreover, the Kampong Gerachi population is almost
entirely the immediate extended family of the headman, comprising about
two-fifths of the people...... Together with relatives of his siblings’ spouses
and his wife’s siblings’ spouses, they include more than two-thirds of the
village population. Even if women have rights to own land, their rights to
use the land or gather forest products and food crops in the surrounding
environment do not reflect any capacity to exercise power in other spheres
of decision making.The larger configurations of state forces operate
primarily between men, resulting in women’s loss of or reduced power to
make key decisions on the forced resettlement,compensation or entitlements

and benefit sharing. The gender differences in the Orang Asli loss of resource



access and control have to be acknowledged. Nicholas et al (2002) argue that
changes in gender relations amongst the Semai people, a Senoi sub-group of
Orang Asli, partly due to a depleted subsistence base, have further
marginalized Semai women in the areas of leadership and authority and
other spheres of their lives. For example, in the market economy, Semai
women get lower pay than both non-Orang Asli workers and Orang Asli
men, and are thus doubly discriminated against, first for being Orang Asli
and second for being women. The Jahai and Temuan cases show that
dispossession from traditional lands decreases women’s chances of
obtaining land grants, leases and other forms of property rights granted by
the government through the Department of Orang Asli Affairs (hereafter
JHEOA). Changes have resulted from the interaction between the state and
Orang Asli. In the official view, land tenure goes through the traditional
notion of head of household, generally perceived to be the men.
Accordingly, land tenure is seen as the reserve of men. Furthermore, the
village headmen and other leaders, all of whom are men, largely represent
thier communities in negotiations with the JHEOA, other state agencies and
SPLASH. Previously, the leaders were the hereditary male leaders; today,
the director of the JHEOA appoints them. Thus, newly created institutions
such as the Village Security and Development Committee (JKKK) remain
male-dominated.Matters are usually decided by the state and the dam
concessionaire. However, the village leaders endorse these decisions on
behalf of the group, and subsequently call a village meeting,which takes the
form of a talk-down session by the officials. It is not surprising then, that
after their resettlement, women’s access to land and other common property
resources is largely governed by formal institutions headed predominantly

by men. Before this shift, women, particularly older women, were consulted



and enjoyed rights to decision making and advice giving under their
customary law.Today, however, men with more contacts with the
bureaucracy, who are often the village headman and JKKK leadership, tend
to have a higher status and social bargaining power in the village than
women or men from poorer households. Local leaders and policy makers,
also usually men, tend to dominate decision-making processes. Hence
women, as well as men from the poorer groups within the community, are
often overlooked and under-represented in the political decision-making
structure.This situation is largely due to government officials’ tendency to
define the Orang Asli as homogeneous groups. It should not be assumed that
women’s needs and views are always expressed through their
spouses...... Besides the actual loss of decision-making power of women,
and particularly that of elder women,women’s status in the village has also
fallen due to the stereotypes created in the process.Men are assumed to be
heads of households;women and children their dependents.A person’s status
in the community today is not seen through the eyes of knowledge and
wisdom of customary law and the environment, but rather in terms of their
privileged circumstances such as political and economic connections. It
appears then that wider processes of development mediated through the state
with assumed dominant power and interests tend to exert greater control
over poorer women and men’s rights to resources. It is worth repeating that
the onus is on the woman to nurture and ensure the well being of the
family.Moreover,at the time of my study,the Sungai Selangor Dam had
curtailed access to the forests, and the immediate effects of this loss have
exacerbated socio-economic pressures on families and individuals. The
notion of ‘man as the household head’ creates new pressures on men to be

the main economic provider for the family and they have to take on



additional responsibilities.They try to find waged work or seasonal
employment.Some men find this economic responsibility too heavy, and this
could at least partly explain the rise in alcoholism or some men abandoning
their families.This has had a particularly bad effect on gender relations
within the household.While | was staying at Kampong Gerachi and
Kampong Peretak, | saw men venting their frustration and anger on their
wives and children. In daily practice, some women acquiesce in this
violence, while in other cases, they openly resist it.Women who are
dependent on their husbands for support, or have many young children and
are pressured to keep the family intact,tend to be silent about their
circumstances. In striking contrast, village leaders’ wives and wage-earning
women are more daring to negotiate space to assert their agency. Domestic
violence tends to increase in situations where men struggle to cope with the
indignity and frustration of enforced inactivity, as in environmentalrelated
disasters, and the loss of authority and earning capacity.The men also
experience a sense of alienation due to these new developments. However, it
appears that some men do begin to become more authoritative than women,
thinking that they are in power and control. Others find the economic and
social responsibility too heavy and turn to alcohol or abandon their
responsibilities and their families. Some villagers admit that drinking has
become a more serious problem one year after moving to the resettlement
sites. Similarly, in Kohadiya, India, Thukral (1996) observed that there was a
rise in alcoholism among the displaced population in a resettled community.
She also found that the rise in social disturbances accompanying alcoholism,
prostitution, gambling and theft has also often been noted in earlier instances
of displacement, for example those affected by the Hirakud Dam in Orissa,
the Ukai Dam in Gujarat and the Kutku Dam in Bihar (Thukral,1996). For



the Jahai of Kampong Gajah, forest activities are family-centred. Their social
economy is based on immediate returns, gift giving and the exchange of
resources between households.This has provided some sort of social capital
for the community. Indeed, | witnessed my host family sharing their meals
with...... extended family members and immediate neighbours short of food.
It is important to recognize that this practice is becoming rare in Kampong
Gajah due to the growing scarcity of food supplies. Similarly, the degraded
environment around Sungai Selangor, where the people of Kampong
Gerachi and Kampong Peretak previously lived, means an increased work
burden for the families to cope with scarce resources.Depleted forest food
resources have more serious consequences for poorer households than for
richer ones.Children of poorer households experience even higher risks of
hunger and malnutrition,thus affecting their well being. Several studies (for
example, Khor, 1988, 1994; Chee, 1996) on resettlement children have
revealed a high prevalence of underweight and malnourished children.7 For
example, Khor’s (1994) study on Semai children in the Betau regroupment
scheme concluded that adult women and children in resettlement situations
were malnourished or undernourished, and were at risk of higher morbidity

and acute symptoms of chronic illnesses and other health risks.
Conclusions

There is sufficient theoretical and empirical evidence to support the claim
that dam resettlement processes are linked to broader questions of Orang
Asli land rights and resource access.State projects for modernizing the
Orang Asli continue to neglect the priorities, concerns and needs of women,
especially their rights to property.This reinforces and adds to the social and

gendered consequences of Scott’s (1998) proposition of ‘schemes gone



tragically awry’. In the two dam relocation projects examined in this chapter,
the resettlement processes have exacerbated gender disparities among the
Orang Asli communities of Jahai and Temuan, in particular those relating to
women'’s relative autonomy and land rights. Women lose their autonomy and
power,inter alia,through non-recognition of their customary rights over land
and resources and land rights or entitlements mediated through formal
institutions led by men.Therefore, a gender-based analysis is central to
understanding the Orang Asli experience of loss of autonomy over land

rights and access to resources.
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Notes

1 This chapter is based partly on an article that appeared in 2006 in a Special
Issue entitled ‘Gender and environmental governance’ of Gender,
Technology and Development,with permission of the publishers (Sage). 2
‘Regroupment’ was the term for resettlement adopted by the Malaysian
government after 1960.Resettlement was undertaken as a military strategy
during the Emergency of 1948-1960, when the British colonial government
was waging war with communist insurgents.A number of Chinese and Orang

Asli communities were resettled into ‘jungle forts’, later abandoned and



replaced by ‘patterned settlements’. ‘Resettlement’is the new name used by
the government to imply bringing facilities to the Orang Asli in the jungle
without destroying their way of life. Nevertheless, regroupment and
resettlement are often used interchangeably. Air Banun is the Malay name
for Banun Tributary in Hulu Perak district, Perak state (in the north of the
peninsula). The regroupment scheme was called since the Orang Asli
communities were living around the bank of the Temenggor Lake along the
Banun Tributary,and were moved out when the lake was dammed. 3 In the
Ministry of the Interior document, ‘Statement of Policy Regarding the
Administration of the Aborigine Peoples of the Federation of Malaya’
(1961), the security of Orang Asli living in and around the jungle was
described as a major concern of the Malaysian government. 4 SPLASH
consists of Tan Sri Wan Azmi (TSWA, 40 per cent), GAMUDA, a large
construction company (30 per cent) and Kumpulan Darul Ehsan Berhad
(KDEB), the investment wing of the Selangor State Government (30
percent).This consortium recently changed its name to SPLASH (Syarikat
Pengeluar Air Sungai Selangor). 5 The Jahai and Lanoh are Negritos, who
are largely nomadic foragers.The Temiar and Semai are Senoi. 6 This was
not the first time that the Jahai have been forcibly resettled. The Orang Asli
in the Upper Perak areas had been resettled in the 1950s as part of the British
colonial government’s military strategy to isolate them from the communist
insurgents in the jungles (PRO Document Ref: C0O1022/29 Resettlement in
Malaya, undated;The Straits Budget,3 December 1953,p7). 7 Evrard and
Goudineau (2004) highlight studies that show an increase in child mortality
from 133 to 326 deaths (per 1000 live births) in Akha villages in Muang

Sing district after movement to lower slopes.



Do Women-Only Approaches to Natural Resource Management Help

Women? The Case of Community Forestry in Nepal
Marléne Buchy and Bimala Rai
Introduction

Over the last 25 years or so, common property resource management
(CPRM), or community-based resource management (CBRM) strategies
have been promoted in many countries by national governments and donors
programmes alike as the best way out of environmental degradation and
poverty. CPRM is largely based on the principle that communities are best
placed to manage the resources directly adjacent to them because they know
them and use them, and therefore have an interest in maintaining the
resource. In the forestry sector, different models have evolved in different
countries, but in most countries the forestry department enters into
partnerships with community user groups comprising community members.
Legal frameworks do regulate the roles and responsibilities of user groups
and the state, and typically, whilst the state provides professional support
and controls the application of the rules, local people are responsible for the
hands-on management in the hope of sharing the benefits from the resource
harvest. Whilst households may gain an in-kind claim to a share of the
resources through their membership, the surplus of resources that may be
sold on the market provides a source of funds for the community, which can
then be used for community development activities (for example, a school or

temple building, teachers’ salaries or revolving credit).The size of a



community fund depends largely on the quality of the forests and their
proximity to markets. One of the biggest recent criticisms of CPRM has
been the misused concept of ‘community’, often applied by policy makers to
what are assumed to be socially and culturally homogeneous groups. In
reality, communities are most usually divided along gender, economic,
social and political lines.This gives some groups more power, and therefore
more claim,over resources and over how they are managed and for what
purpose, thus de facto excluding the weakest voices, typically the poor and
women (Guijt and Shah,1998). The history of forests in Nepal over the last
200 years or so is the story of the gradual alienation of local rights to the
benefit of a growing state. Successive rulers have tried to make the most of
valuable timber in different parts of the country,first through privatization
and then through the nationalization of forests and the gradual emergence of
the Department of Forests. But throughout much of the country, such as in
the mid-hills and the Terai, for example, forests have always been very
much used by local people for their subsistence.1 It is only in the latter part
of the 20th century, in parallel with the ‘eco-doom’ scenario of the 1970s
(Hobley and Malla,1996,p77) and an acknowledgment of extreme
degradation of forests (especially in the mid-hills), that local rights have
started to reassert themselves, with local councils (panchayats) allocated
responsibility for managing local forests. However, panchayats themselves
do not necessarily represent communities’ needs and interests, and forests
have continued to degrade. Since the 1970s,with a particularly impressive
burst of activity during the ‘participatory’ 1990s, Nepal has been a pioneer
in developing and promoting community forestry by focusing on
establishing local resource management institutions,the forest user groups

(FUGSs).All community members have the right to become FUG members,



providing they pay a nominal membership fee.This fee, however,excludes
the poorest of the poor from membership.Although typically it is the head of
the household (and therefore usually a man) who becomes a member (on
behalf of the household), women do become members of what are called
‘mixed’” FUGs. FUGs then elect an FUG committee, which is responsible for
the running of the FUG and must include at least two women. Community
forestry is now operating in all 75 of Nepal’s districts and has received
priority support both from the state and donors. Currently, donorsupported
projects exist in more than 70 districts and share about 80 per cent of the
community forestry budget.Within 25 years, more than 1.5 million
households (25 per cent of the total population of the country) have been
organized in about 14,000 FUGs, now managing and controlling about 1
million hectares of forest (Kanel, 2004). Across the mid-hills of Nepal,
many forests have been regenerated, plantation targets have mostly been
achieved, and increased biodiversity in many places under community
forestry has been reported.Community forests have not only resulted in
increased availability of forest products but have also generated a significant
amount of income locally (DOF, 1998; Kandel and Subedi, 2004; Kanel,
2004; Kanel and Niraula, 2004). However, so far, successes in terms of
physical achievements are very much confined to mid-hill areas, with few
forests (only 12 per cent of total forests) handed over in the Terai (Pokharel
and Amatya,2000) In addition to conservation, CPRM strategies are believed
to improve access to communal resources, especially for the poor and
women whose livelihoods depend on these resources (DOF, 1998; Rai,
2002Db). In the late 1990s, social justice, equity, gender balance and good
governance came to dominate the community forestry agenda, and are

known as ‘second generation issues’ (DOF, 1998; Kanel, 2004). Central to



the belief that community forestry can contribute to social justice are a
number of assumptions:that FUGs are all-inclusive,that the FUG committee
or samiti, represents all the various interests groups in the community,that all
users are equally affected by the rules and the regulations,and that all users
will have an equal share of the benefits of the forests.Unfortunately, an
increasing number of empirical works demonstrate that these assumptions do
not hold. Most FUGs are exclusive in terms of participation and access to
the incentives (Hunt et al, 1995; Chhetri et al, 1996; Graner, 1997).
Moreover, the three specific axes of exclusion — caste,class and gender
relations — in the community result in consistently excluding women and the
poor (Agarwal, 2000; Agrawal, 2001; Lama and Buchy, 2002; Rai,
forthcoming).This is especially relevant for Nepal, a Hindu kingdom in
which caste hierarchies and rules very much dictate people’s positions and
options in life. Increasing evidence from the field and the concerns of donors
on equity and sustainability issues have led policy makers to target women
and enhance their visibility. To enhance the effective participation of women
and to ensure their direct access and control over forestry resources,the
Department of Forests and development aid-funded programmes have been
promoting the formation of women-only FUGs.The assumptions are that
women-only committees will be able to ensure that women’s voices are
heard,that their specific needs will be taken into account in the management
of resources,that benefits will directly reach women in need,and that these
men-free forums will encourage women to become involved in public
affairs, leading to their empowerment. This approach, embedded within the
women, environment and development (WED) paradigm (see van den
Hombergh,1993), we argue, is problematic because it targets women as a

homogeneous group, and fails to challenge the structural constraints



affecting women and the poor. It completely bypasses gender issues,still a
common mistake in forest policy. This chapter is based on empirical data
from five women-only FUGSs in the mid-west region of the Rapti zone.2 It is
complemented by secondary data on women-only FUGs and mixed FUGSs
throughout the country.We acknowledge that substantial variations may
exist even between women-only FUGs, and the data presented here do not
statistically represent the whole scenario.However,we aim to assess whether
the goal of promoting women-only FUGs to address the gender inequity
observed in mixed groups is met in reality. The chapter questions whether
the instrumental approach of promoting women-only FUGSs is a wise move
to address issues of gender and social inequity in community forestry.We
hope to see whether in spaces in which they are in charge,women are able to
exercise agency and discard the traditional hierarchies, or whether indeed
traditional power relations, materialized through caste hierarchies,are
maintained.....In what follows, we first discuss the socio-economic and
cultural context of Nepalese society in which both mixed and women-only
FUGs operate. Next we look at some empirical and secondary data of the
women-only FUGs under study. This leads us to a discussion in which we
focus on the value of women-only space as a strategy to improve women’s
participation,and in which we analyse the structural and ideological

underpinning of community forestry as a policy and as a practice.
The social and research context: Community and forestry in Rapti

Agrarian societies in Nepal are internally differentiated by resource
endowment (class),by caste and ethnicity,and by gender.Hinduism has
traditionally been the basis of state politics and has governed the social

structure and inter-caste/ethnic relations in societies. High-caste groups



(such as Brahmin Chhetri) have traditionally dominated the civil and
military machine of the state and enjoyed the greater share of economic
resources and political power.By contrast,the majority of lower-caste groups
(so-called untouchables,or dalits) are the poorest and most socially
disadvantaged. For instance, poverty incidence among dalits is 46 per cent,
compared to the national average of 31 per cent (Acharya et al, 2004).The
same disparities are found in access to education, health and political
structures, and to income-generating opportunities.The concept of
untouchability can also be understood as lowering the social dignity and
self-confidence of dalits. In Rapti, the area of the study, multiple ethnic
groups live together in each district. Among them, Magars and Matwali
Chhetri are the predominant groups, except in Dang, where Brahmin Chhetri
form the majority. This is followed by the artisans (such as kami, sharki,
damai and gaine, so-called lower and impure castes):Thakuri Chhetri,
Gurung and Newars. Households tend to cluster in groups that are ethnically
relatively homogeneous (or composed of at most two or three ethnic
groups).This is also reflected in the ethnic composition of FUGs. Each FUG
iIs composed of two or three ethnic groups, except in the lowland belt of
Dang where settlement and FUGs are more heterogeneous.All FUGSs in this
study were mixed in terms of caste and ethnicity, and were relatively
homogeneous in terms of religion,with Hindus predominating. Nepal
witnessed dramatic progress in cutting poverty from 42 per cent in 1996 to
31 per cent in 2004. Despite this progress, profound inequity remains.3 The
composition of poverty in Nepal has two important characteristics:first,that
poverty continues to be a rural phenomenon,and second,that substantial
disparities exist across ecological zones, development regions, caste,

ethnicity and gender. About 95 per cent of Nepalese live in rural areas.The



village economy is critically dependent on a local agricultural and natural
resource base. Subsistence agriculture is the main occupation for the rural
population.4The distribution of land ownership is highly skewed.The bottom
47 per cent of agricultural house.....holds operate on less than 15 per cent of
total agricultural land, while less than 3 per cent occupy more than 17 per
cent of the total land area.Nearly 50 per cent of agricultural households
operate on less than 0.5ha of land and only 4.6 per cent of households are
food sufficient (CBS, 2003). Land ownership also determines access to other
resources,benefits and power including access to public goods and services,
creating highly unequal power relations between classes, between castes and
between genders.Although villagers in Rapti supplement incomes from
nonfarm engagements mainly from salary, wages and business, access to
non-farm engagement and the income derived vary significantly between
different economic and social groups. In such a context, common natural
resources play an important role in sustaining livelihoods. Common forests
are vital sources of fuelwood, fodder, leaf litter, grazing land, fruits and
fibres, building materials, medicines and herbs. Land-poor households also
generate small incomes by selling forest products such as fuelwood, leaf
plates, mats and baskets.These forest products provide diversity to the rural
economy and security in times of cash and food shortage. Although all rural
households use the forests to supplement their livelihoods,their degree of
dependency differs. For the poor and the dalits, who are often landless,
forests are critical to their survival whilst landed castes who have access to
alternative private sources are less dependent.Women and children,
especially girls, are the main users of many forest products,and are
responsible for collecting fuel and fodder and many other products used for

home consumption.These highly timeconsuming tasks are unavoidable



because substitutes are unavailable. Thus changes in forest resource
availability can have a direct impact on the livelihood and work patterns of
women and children. In contrast, it is generally men who control decisions
about the management of the resources, whether private or common.
Academic discussion on women and their role in natural resource
management has been slow to reflect the complex realities of the field. The
WED literature depicts ‘women’as the main users and holders of specific
environmental knowledge,as prime victims of environmental degradation
and increased poverty, but also as prime managers of the resources who have
been invisible to and excluded by policy makers and projects.This approach
Is problematic mainly because it erases the diversity between women that
prevails everywhere and in specific ways in Nepal. ‘Women’ as a category
are divided by the caste and economic class of the households they come
from.Although all women provide a significant amount of labour for the
rural production system, most lack control over production assets.The
disparity is due to the historical gender roles and inequality, mainly in the
ownership and control of family income by male household members, the
absence of property rights for women, limited education, mobility and
employment opportunity, and unpaid domestic work in subsistence
farming.Women from poor dalit households suffer from triple oppression
related to economic, caste and gender relations. Ethnicity does add one more
dimension of discrimination: people amalgamated under ‘ethnic’ groups are
usually (but not always) Buddhist, have historically been dispossessed from
their land by theHindu castes, and often live in remote places, far from
economic opportunities. Although women from these groups tend to enjoy
more freedom within their own context,they continue to experience

exclusion. The WED approach that focuses on women being excluded and



therefore needing to be included, has been at the heart of community forestry
in Nepal, which is based on efficiency and not social justice (Tinker,
1993).This, Jackson (1999) has argued, is problematic because (amongst
other things) it focuses on involving women on a par with men without
understanding how gender relations between men and women affect the
quality of their involvement.The focus on exclusion hides the fact that
women are selectively excluded: women are involved in work (as users and
managers) but they are often excluded from decision making and equal
economic opportunities. Many women are vulnerable because the power
relations are skewed against them, not because of exclusion per se. In the
same way that women have been essentialized, power is often portrayed in a
one-dimensional way: either one has power or one does not. Thankfully there
is now a wider recognition that power is multifaceted: there is power ‘over’
(the power one person or group has over another),the power ‘from
within’(each of us has some amount of power within us), the power ‘with’
(the possibility to achieve collectively what cannot be achieved alone) and
the power ‘to’ (which enables action) (Townsend et al,1999).Gaventa (2006)
has recently conceptualized three forms of power: visible (the law, the
institutions), hidden (not all power is visible) and invisible (the internalized
norms or stereotypes that prevent individuals from acting), which all affect
simultaneously what can be done, alone or collectively. This distinction is
useful when looking at FUGSs as a participatory space where different forms
of power are at play,affecting who participates and on what terms. Indeed
Agrawal (2001) has demonstrated how participatory exclusion operates in
the Nepali context where despite a discourse of involvement and
participation, women and the poor have remained excluded. Gender

differences in access to and control over resources are an important aspect of



the rural production system throughout the country,but so is the position of
the women within the family. Despite the critique of WED offered by the
gender, environment and development (GED) (Leach et al,1995),which
highlights the need to look at relations between the genders and consider
closely property rights, the gendered nature of institutions, political economy
and ecology, most programmes, such as the community forestry programme,
still work within a WED framework, as is pointed out in the discussion
below. The arguments and the data presented here are based on both primary
and secondary sources. Secondary data was obtained from the national
database on community forestry maintained by the Department of Forests
(DOF) at the central level and during a three-week visit and discussion with
16 FUGs, including 5 women-only groups from Rapti zone in Mid-Western
Nepal using participatory methods. Information on collective action and
costs and benefits of participation in user groups and benefit distribution are
based on in-depth interviews and discussions with men and women
separately. Similarly, information about the quality of lifethe state of forests
under the groups, the control and flow of forest products and other benefits
derived from user groups were cross-checked by observations in physical
settlements of each group and the community forest used by that group.
Secondary information about user groups,especially statistics and lessons
learned from mixed user groups, is drawn from an analysis of a national

database maintained by the DOF and from a review of relevant literature.
Women-only forest user groups

Of a total of about 14,000 FUGsS, less than 5 per cent are women-only FUGs,
spread across 61 of Nepal’s 75 districts,with 82 per cent in the hills and the
rest in the Terai (CFD,2004).1t is not clear where the idea of women-only



groups originated, and though still small, their number has dramatically
increased since the late 1990s.Whether this trend will continue is difficult to
say, as currently formation of FUGs has slowed due to the political and
security instability in the country. The push for women-only FUGs is the
result of converging interests rather than of a specific policy.First,there has
been recognition by NGOs and donors of the increased need to focus
community activities on women and the poor.The Agriculture Perspective
Plan (1995) together with the Forestry Master Plan fed into the Ninth Five
Year National Development Plan (1997-2002), in which women are
recognized as primary users. The Joint Technical Review of Community
Forestry (2001) also emphasizes the role of women and the need to increase
their involvement. Even the second edition of the Community Forestry
Guidelines (2003) includes specific mention as to how women and the poor
may be involved in the formation of FUGs.The Tenth Five Year Plan (2002—
2006) for the forestry sector also provides directives for the compulsory
participation and inclusion of the poor, women and other disadvantaged
sections of community forest management through their direct engagement
in FUGs. Second, a large United Nations Development Programme (UNDP)
Initiative, working to sensitize institutions at all levels of administration
across all sectors of governance, has increased pressure to apply a gender
mainstreaming policy in all sectors in Nepal. The impact of this approach is
yet to be measured but it has definitively put gender issues on the agenda.
Gender focal points in ministries including His Majesty’s Ministry for
Forests and Soil Conservation have been appointed, and currently a Gender
Working Group made up of ministry and department staff along with donor
representatives is working towards the development of a gender strategy for

the natural resource sector. At the field level, some NGOs have also



dedicated resources specifically targeting women, such as CARE Nepal
through its Forest Afforestation Partnership Project (FPP) started in 1996.To
date,in the project area (Rapti zone alone), 90 FUGs offer women a forum
for experimenting with governance and forest management. Apparently
women’s motivation for forming and joining women-only FUGs is that
‘women can manage natural resources as men do ...[and that] ... unity in a
women’s FUG opens up their opportunities to participate in training,
workshops and cross visits, which enhances their capability’ (CARE,
2003,p13,emphasis ours).At first sight this initiative seems to have very
positive results for women: 50 community reading centres have been opened
training 1000 women; 49 women are trained as local resources persons able
to prepare operational plans and facilitate awareness workshops; about 200
women from the project districts hold ‘key executive positions in local
government’(CARE,2003). However, in such statements, women are
essentialized as one category and the differences amongst them are being
blurred (Krishna,2001).Although the ‘myth of community’ (Guijt and Shah,
1998) was exposed in the late 1990s, on the ground women are still seen as
one category and many practitioners fail to look critically at how women
become involved,how they benefit or how they are transformed. Moreover,
such approaches are more concerned with involving women than with the

terms of their involvement (Jackson,1999),as is discussed below.
Looking at women-only FUGs through the equity lens

The critical literature on community forestry has ascertained that gender and
social differences matter mainly in three areas of forest management:
governance (in particular, the mechanisms by and level of transparency

through which decisions are made), management choices (i.e. decisions



regarding the use and future use of the resources which satisfy some needs
and priorities over others) and the distribution and use of benefits (which
have direct livelihood implications for the members. Clearly if, for example,
community funds are used for Hindu temple building, rather than providing
cheap credit for landless non-Hindu women,there will be a different overall
economic impact).To these parameters we also add the quality of the
resource,because this determines to a large extent what is possible, what
inputs are necessary and what benefits can be expected in the medium and
long terms. The quality of forests One incentive to promote women-only
FUGs in community forestry is the underlying assumption that women-only
space provides women with direct access to and control over common forest
products. But as we look at them, the quality of forest becomes the first
contentious issue as there is blatant gender discrimination.The ‘quality’of
forests is to a certain extent relative,depending on who looks at the forests.
But here we look at quality from a comparative perspective: do FUGs have
more or less access to equal areas of forests per capita,and within the
category ‘degraded’ forests (which are the forests allocated for community
forestry) we make a difference between a natural degraded forest, which
requires protection to enhance natural regeneration, and barren land, which

requires intensive labour input for re-establishing a vegetal cover.....

Table 7.1 Quality of forests allocated to women-only FUGs (in five districts
of Rapti zone) District Quality of forests Dang 18 women-only FUGSs;9 own
less than 5ha of forest.15 out of 18 own degraded plantation and grassland
(VD) Pyuthan 19 women-only FUGs;17 own highly degraded forest
land.Remaining two are new plantations Rukum 16 women-only FUGSs;6
own good quality forest and 10 highly degraded forest.Between them there



Is a combination of plantation (5),shrubby woodland (7) or both (4) (VD)
Rolpa 37 women-only FUGS;13 FUGs own new plantation and shrub
land;24 own forests of which 12 are highly degraded (VD) Salyan 1 women-
only FUG but degraded forest (VD)

Note:DOF classifies the quality of community forest as: VG = very
good,i.e.dense forest;G = good,i.e. reasonably dense forest;D =
degraded,i.e.some patches; VD = very degraded,i.e.thin patches.
Source:CFD (2004

First, the statistics show that on average per household, women-only FUG
members have access to only half the forest area that households in mixed
FUGs have access to. For example, in the Rapti area, mixed FUG
households have access to 0.84ha per household, as against 0.42ha for
women-only FUGs.At the national level,the figures are 0.73ha for mixed
FUGs and 0.34ha for women-only FUGs (CFD,2004). Second, evidence
suggests that women-only FUGs are allocated forests in much worse
condition than the forests allocated to mixed FUGs. Establishing a plantation
or managing a newly established one requires more labour than protecting
natural forests.As it takes time for the resource to grow, the benefits one can
get from these are much smaller than from established forests. National data
reveal that roughly 50 per cent of forests handed over to women are of poor
quality compared to 25 per cent for mixed FUGs (CFD, 2004).A close look
at the quality of forests handed over to women-only FUGs in our study area
also confirms the trend (see Table 7.1). The case of the Shrijansil women-
only FUG of Bijuwar, Pyuthan district, illustrates clearly how gender
relations affect the allocation of resources.The FUG was formed in 1999
with the direct intervention of the District Forest Office (DFQO). Before its



formation, all households in the community were members of the Chhetrapal
community forest, which had about 60ha of forest land (both plantation and
natural pine forest). In 1999, field staff from the DOF negotiated with the
mixed group the formation of a women-only group. Since all the common
forest land in the community had already been handed over, the foresters
discussed the possibility of splitting the mixed user group into men- and
women-only user groups. Finally, a piece of newly planted area of 11ha was
legally handed over to the new Shrijansil women-only FUG, while the men-
only Chhetrapal FUG kept the remaining 49ha of natural pine forests....In
1995,the Pahiro women-only FUG was given the use of 20ha of
landslideprone land on which the DOF had unsuccessfully tried to establish
a plantation, and which the men of the Panakhola FUG (a mixed user group
in the same village) had specifically refused to include within their
community forest boundaries.The men’s argument was that protecting this
area ‘was like pouring water on sand’. But mobilized by the Women
Development Office, women worked hard to establish a plantation that has
still to produce anything, and which most probably will give little return in
the long term. Being in a landslide-prone area will later restrict what kind of
forest management or activities are allowed. These two cases clearly
illustrate that women users have been allocated poor quality land that
requires significant amounts of labour without any significant return,at least
in the short run. Exclusive and non-transparent governance The phenomenon
of elite capture in mixed FUGs has been recorded in many places: high-caste
villagers constitute the bulk of FUG members, but also dominate the FUG
samitis to the partial exclusion of low-caste people and women
(Rai,forthcoming).Though a recent regulation has imposed a minimum

number of women in the samiti, the key decision-making positions in the



samiti are in the hands of land-rich, food-secure and relatively better-
educated high-caste men. Though each user group has token representation
of women and lower-caste groups, their participation in the samiti is merely
physical (Hobley, 1996; Moffat, 1998;Lama and Buchy,2002;CARE,2003).
Therefore one assumption (or perhaps expectation) related to women-only
groups is that women-only space reduces the weight of patriarchal power,
and thus enables women to participate more effectively in public
affairs.Women-only spaces should equip women with direct access to
information,exposure and skills through the user groups.Compared to
women in mixed groups,those in womenonly FUGs have been found to be
more active and effective as participants. However,women as a social group
are by no means homogeneous and class,caste and ethnicity cut across
women as well. Even in the women-only FUGs, not all women participate
effectively. Our data on the composition of women-only FUGs show that in
mixed-caste groups,it is mainly women from land-rich,high-caste
households who participate and who capture most of the decision-making
seats in the samiti to the exclusion of the majority of women from the lower-
caste group, who also often belong to the economically poorest category. In
the Pahiro women-only FUG, for example, no women from the lower-caste
groups (who also happen to be the ones with the lowest food security) are
part of the samiti, although this group represents the largest number of
members in the FUG.Ten of the 11 seats in the samiti are occupied by high-
caste women. Similarly in the Shrijansil women-only FUG, a wealth ranking
exercise carried out by the FUG members shows that all the samiti members
belong to the food-sufficient category, although the majority of forest users
come from food-insecure households.....The process of FUG formation is

important in community forestry. The operational guidelines for community



forestry (HMG/N, 1992) provide detailed steps to follow during the
formation of user groups. If the steps are followed properly,there should be
sufficient opportunity for individual users to be aware of their roles and
rights in the FUG. However, the FUG formation process among the women-
only user groups in Rapti indicates large discrepancies between what is
envisaged in the guidelines and what happened in practice. In most cases,
the field-based staff (mostly rangers) are given quotas to form FUGs.These
are set either by NGOs such as CARE Nepal,or by the DFO.As a
consequence,there is little time available to make women aware of
community forest policy and relevant rules,rights and responsibilities
provided by the community forest legislation,and not surprisingly little effort
Is expended doing so.Thus, most women members, even in some cases the
samiti members themselves in relatively larger women-only FUGs, are
unaware of their legal rights and responsibilities as FUG members.A
discussion with five samiti members of the Dharapani women-only FUG in
Rolpa district (see Box 7.1) provides evidence that even samiti members
may have very limited knowledge and understanding of the situation, that
the chairwoman is likely to be the one with the knowledge, and that the DOF
has done little to share information or increase women’s capacity. In this
case,none of the five samiti members knew the exact area of the forest they
were managing. While they considered the area to be ‘small’, the ranger later

indicated that the FUG manages 82ha of natural forest, making it the largest

DoWomen-Only Approaches to Natural Resource Management Help

Women?

Level of awareness of rights and responsibilities in FUGs This discussion

took place between one of the researchers and five samiti members of the



Dharapani women-only user group in Liwang Rolpa: Researcher:How much
forest land do you own? Women:Small. Researcher:How many members are
there in the user group? Women:All. Researcher:When was the user group
formed and how was it formed? Women:About five years ago [in the official
record,the user group was formed during 2050 BS i.e.ten years ago]. The
ranger brought a letter from up (mathi).He sent a message that we all women
in the village need to protect this forest.He asked us to form a samiti and we
started protecting. Researcher:How much money do you have in the FUG
fund,and how do you plan to use it? Women:We do not know.Only the
chairperson and the ranger know.lI think that we have supported the salary of
one of the government village people as a teacher,but we do not know how
much is given there.....community forest owned by a women-only FUG in
Rolpa.This lack of knowledge weakens FUG members when they ask
guestions about their share of benefits,for example,or when they need to
make decisions about different management alternatives. The way women
describe the process of group formation and the way they perceive their
roles and rights in the group management process, suggest that women in
fact have little choice in the matter, and also that they may in places be
exploited by the DOF. Clearly, women-only FUGs are formed without
women always being made fully aware of their legal rights and
responsibilities, although women seem more often to know their
responsibilities than their rights. In this research, similar situations were
noted in other women-only FUGs. It seems that the motive to involve
women is to call on their labour to carry out protection work that the
government is unable to do.In such situations,it is difficult to expect that the
involvement and participation of women in women-only FUGs bring any

significant improvement in gender relations by empowering women. Forest



management choices Forest management decisions made by FUGs are
recorded in an operational plan that has to be approved by the DOFs, and
which is supposed to represent a consensus between the needs of different
constituencies in the FUGs.In practice, the elite-dominated samiti (supported
by the conservation-oriented DOF) often makes decisions favouring its own
interests or ignoring the specific conditions of women and the poor.Studies
conducted in India and Nepal provide evidence that samiti dominated by
non-poor, high-caste men tend to favour timber growing by completely
closing access to the resource for the poor and the women, who then need to
walk further afield to find firewood or fodder (Subedi et al, 1993; Agarwal,
1997). FUGs often set prices for forest products without considering that
women and the poor may have in the past accessed these products on a daily
basis free of cost (Hobley,1996;Graner,1997;Leach et al,1999). Like mixed
user groups, women-only user groups are also more conservation-oriented,
in addition to focusing on satisfying their livelihood needs.This conservation
focus has its roots in the history of community forestry, which started
essentially as a conservation programme to preserve soils and the
environment.Whilst foresters are in many places reluctant to allow the
exploitation of now mature plantations,many FUGs themselves want to keep
the trees and allow mostly subsistence use.This is a good example of hidden
power, where people have internalized the dominant conservation ideology
of the state.Women groups that we visited have adopted an informal
patrolling system in which two women users in rotation patrol the forest
during daytime hours.The groups we visited have rationed the use of
fuelwood and fodder from the community forest, have imposed prices for
the products obtained from community forests, and have set specific periods

of times for the collection of the products. None of these rules or actions



seems to take into account the needs of specific disadvantaged groups. Such
rationed use of products has resulted in increased scarcity for all, but thepoor
and women-headed households who own little or no private sources with
which to supplement their requirement for the products pay a higher cost
than most.There is no evidence that in Rapti, women-only groups have

tackled equity issues in their management approach.

The share of benefits

Decisions related to the distribution of forest products tend to be based on
the equality principle, not equity.Within FUGs, members are more
comfortable talking about sharing equally.They consider it to be fair that all
FUG members can access the forest for firewood for the same number of
days per week, for example.Yet this equality often masks the fact that
households with more hands can collect bigger quantities during the same
time.Allowing the same access to all also overlooks the fact that some
landed households would possibly need less access to the forest, because
their land already provides for most of their needs. There is no targeting for
addressing the needs of the poor and enhancing their livelihoods. In places
where samiti members understand the idea of equity and even agree with it,
they find it difficult to act according to the idea of equity. It is possible that
samiti members collude with self-interest. But it is also possible that there is
a fear that equitable distribution of products based on needs (which would
mean less access to the common resource for wealthier and more powerful

people) would only lead to conflict, which FUGs do not have the resources



and capability to manage (Rai et al,2003). Like most of the mixed groups,
women-only groups also lack an equity perspective in sharing benefits. Here
also, class and caste relations determine the share of benefits that one can
claim from community forests,and exclusion of the poor and lower-caste
women continues.As a result, the issues raised for mixed FUGs,namely the
poorest households comparatively losing out and the wealthiest gaining
more (Bhattarai and Ohja, 2001), are replicated in women-only FUGs.
Women who were previously highly dependent have lost access to free
resources, even though the resource base may be increasing.According to

one woman from Dharapani:

The forest condition has improved.We are happy with it.But the scarcity of
fodder and khar(thatching material) has also increased.Now we collect it
only when the forest is open.We also need to pay Rs30 ($0.74) for one bhari
of fodder and Rs35 ($0.86) for one bhari of khar.The good thing is that we
can collect dry and broken branches to use as firewood once a week free of

cost.There is no fear of forest guards.

Within the women-only user groups, some economically better-off, high-
caste women in the samiti are well aware of the need for equitable
distribution of forest products. While they admit that poor women are more
dependent on communal resources, and thus need special consideration,
most are reluctant to incorporate this in operational plans and product
distribution rules. For example, during a group discussion in the Shrijansil
women’s FUG in Pyuthan, two poor women expressed interest in raising
goats as one of the FUG’s income generation activities.However,in order to
do so,the landless women requested an increased share of fodder from the

community forests.After some argument, the samiti rejected their request.In



their view,the allocation of products based on equal amounts for each
member avoids any possible conflicts within the FUG.A more equitable
distribution of resources, for example giving a bigger share of fodder to poor
households,might invite conflict among users and thus is largely avoided.
Poor women from the Pahiro women-only FUG also share a similar
experience of curtailed access to forest products and the lack of an equity
perspective even among the women. According to Pabitra Shah, a member

of the Rukum women-only FUG:

Previously,the forest around the village was open to all,and we used to
collect fuelwood and fodder as and when required.All forests have now been
converted into community forest. Community forest opens only once a year
for four days for people to collect fodder,fuelwood and leaf litter. Those
households that have a husband at home and more family members can
bring more products within this limited time.Women like me who do not
have a husband at home to assist with collection of the product lose out,as all
need to pay an equal price,however much can be collected within the given
time. Last year also | could only bring 20 bhari of fuelwood while others
brought up to 40 bhari.

This statement illustrates that in terms of access to products from community
forests, women-only groups, like mixed user groups, are prone to inequity
and injustice.The inequity between women affects poor women-headed
households the most.In Dharapani,for example,the women-only FUG
consists of 92 households, of which two-thirds can be considered women-
headed households due to the long-term absence of their husbands,mostly
looking for wage labour in Indian cities.Although women from women-only

FUGs can also become members of mixed FUGS, as the household is the



unit for membership, the participation of women in women-only FUGs tends
to restrict their participation in mixed FUGs, as there are clear (albeit
informal) norms set locally that women who are part of women-only FUGs
are not allowed to participate in mixed FUGs.This is so in the Rukum,Rolpa
and Pyuthan women-only FUGs.This means that women-headed households,
which are often also the poorest, lose out, as they cannot access the mixed
FUG resource through a man, but are limited to the resources available in

poorer forests.

The above also illustrates that even amongst women-only groups, members
may not necessarily see or accept that better endowment should limit the
claim of individuals to communal resources.If wealthier members,who are
less dependent on common resources, used less of those resources, there
would be more resources available for the poorer,more dependent
members.More resources and more institutional support may help poorer
members to improve their economic situation,and in turn perhaps decrease
their dependence on communal resources. What ‘outsiders’ seem to forget is
that ‘women’ is not only a created category for the purpose of an
instrumental policy but also that these women come to community
management with their own socialization:why should women help each
other on the grounds of their gender, when their caste or social status
determines the expectation that they reproduce and protect differences?
Krishna (2001, pl167) argues that essentializing women ‘obscures the
embedded ties that link a woman to her family and her kin’. One side of this
argument is that women are expected to look after the interests of their
family and kin.This is an issue that we have often come across in Nepal

(although not necessarily in Rapti): women are often ‘allowed’ to be



involved on the understanding that the family will benefit. Although this
study does not explore this issue, questions include: how much is a woman’s
agency in a public sphere constrained by her degree of agency within her
own household? How can women who are weak in their households
challenge the accepted social order in public? In other words, how can

women alone overcome hidden and invisible power?
The use of community funds

In terms of use of funds, as we illustrated earlier, most women-only FUGSs
own either degraded or newly planted forest land that offers few
opportunities to raise income from selling the products.However,each FUG
sets an annual compulsory membership fee and also raises small amounts
from firewood and fodder sale. Four out of five FUGs were found to use
FUG funds to cover all or part of the salary of the government
schoolteacher. While this shows that women are prepared to invest in
education, this is also an example of the wider community benefiting from
women’s labour. Two of the five women-only FUGs (Pahiro and Shrijansil)
also invested FUG funds in providing loans to members.However,the
interest charged was found to be exceptionally high at 36 per cent per
annum, compared to the 18 per cent per annum charged by formal banking

institutions. The FUGs justify this by claiming that the high interest rate:

encourages users to pay back the loan as soon as possible ... it helps to
increase the amount of fund so that it can be invested elsewhere.

(Chairperson, Shrijansil women-only FUG, personal communication)

Poor women face specific constraints in their ability to benefit from

collateral loans from the FUG funds.Because of the immediate need for



consumption,poor women may not be able to invest the loans that they
obtain in productive activities. Evidence to support this finding came from
Rukum, Salyan and Pyuthan, where poor women took loans but spent the
money to meet immediate consumption needs leading to a more vulnerable
indebted situation in the long run.Thepressure to meet immediate needs
(mainly for food and medical treatment) is sometimes so great among poor
women that they are not able to utilize credit obtained from user groups for
productive investment. One woman in the Pahiro women-only FUG told us
that:

| borrowed Rs1500 ($37) from the women-only user group to buy a goat.
But | had to spend it on buying food grains,as there was nothing to feed
children.l paid the amount after three years.The interest rate made the loan
amount more than double.When the user group frequently asked me to pay
the loan so that others can borrow it,l had to sell my only buffalo to repay

the loan amount.

The lack of productive investment makes it almost impossible for repayment
of the loan. Here also, class and caste relations determine the share of the

benefits one can claim from community forests.
What is the value of women-only spaces?

As Pandey (1999) argues, empowerment is a process of building capacities
and confidence for taking decisions about one’s own life at the individual
and collective levels,and gaining control over productive resources. One of
the arguments for creating space for women is that away from the
intimidating glance of men, women might slowly be able to build up their

confidence,their leadership skills and more generally their capacity to



engage in public affairs. Creating women-only spaces would help to develop
a critical mass (Agarwal, 1997) and allow women to ascertain their power to
act, mobilizing the power from within. Observation and discussion indicate
that women-only FUGs in Rapti lack information and exposure to pre- and
post-formation services available for FUGs from government and non-
government service providers, and thus are lagging behind in capacities and
confidence building for resource management and utilization compared to
the men (and women) of mixed user groups. Women are sidelined at the
local level within their communities by having access only to lower quality
resources, but also at the more strategic level, by not being able to engage
more in the national debate, as the following discussion demonstrates.
Ironically, therefore, by getting involved, women are losing out and pay a
high cost for their involvement (Jackson,1999). Women’s low representation
and participation in users’ federations also illustrates that women-only FUGSs
have little to contribute to confidence and leadership skill building specific
to women.The Federation of Community Forest Users, Nepal (FECOFUN)
Is a national federation of forest users across Nepal, dedicated to promoting
and protecting users’ rights by linking FUGs throughout the country and
lobbying for FUGs in policy matters.Of the 16 women members on the
national executive committee of FECOFUN, only one comes from awomen-
only FUG.Women-only FUGs comprise only 5 per cent of the total number
of FUGs in the country.However,one might have expected that womenonly
forums should have proportionally produced more women in leadership or
decision-making positions.This has not proved to be the case.According to
the secretary of FECOFUN:



In the last national assembly,when women from the women-only FUG could
not compete with women from mixed groups who were more outspoken,we
had to nominate women from women-only FUGs for executive
committee.Women from mixed groups may have found it difficult in the
first few years to participate effectively in the presence of men,but later they
become used to it Women from women-only groups lack exposure and
linkages.They also lack the experience of speaking in front of men compared
to women from mixed groups,and thus can not compete with women from

mixed user groups in an election.

Networking among FUGs (including at the Federation and local-level
networks) is found to have important positive impacts among the FUGs: it
increases users’ awareness and understanding about roles,rights and
opportunities (Kafle,2001). It also opens up multi-stakeholder forums for
sharing opportunities and resources, leading to capacity building of groups
and members, and synergistic efforts for advocacy and lobbying for
collective benefits (Rai,2002a). Yet because of their restricted mobility, lack
of sufficient time to get involved in community affairs and their limited
exposure, most women-only FUGs are unaware of the need for and the
usefulness of networking. Only a few womenonly user groups are members
of the Federation, and even among members, involvement in the networks
and Federation is limited mostly to those making regular payment of
membership fees.As a result, women-only user groups lag behind mixed
user groups in getting access to information and opportunities,and thus tend
to be left out of the process of mutual learning and capacity building.
Women-only FUGs present two problems for women,and especially for poor

women. First, they are what Cornwall (2004, p78) has described as spaces



for ‘regularized relations’ that are set up for instrumental purposes (‘let the
community take charge of what the State may not be capable of
undertaking’), and for which the rules and agenda are set by outsiders rather
than members of the group. Second, they are spaces ‘made available by the
powerful’ (Cornwall, 2004, p78).Women-only FUGSs exist in most cases
only because outsiders (donors or the FOD) have created them with the
agreement of mixed FUGs, not because women or poor women wanted
them. Nothing in the women-only FUGs was specifically set up to address
gender or social equity issues;they are just an exclusive group assigned to
manage a portion of (degraded) resource following the same rules and

regulations as the mixed FUGs,but with more constraints.
Why isn’t community forestry a gender transformative policy?

An individual’s ability to participate,or not to participate,in forest
management is shaped by incentives that emerge from the
physical,technical,economic and institutional circumstances in which they
are embedded (Jeffery and Vira, 2001).The social, familial and personal
subordination of women within the households further determines their
ability to engage in community forestry. Similarly, an individual’s ability to
claim a share of the benefits depends on her initial resource endowments, her
bargaining power in the group and her perception of power relations (Leach
et al, 1999; Rai, forthcoming).The question then is whether community
forestry as a policy and as a process can critically address these constraints
at community level, and whether it can do so specifically for women and for

the poor?



What does the policy say?

The current forest policy (including the Revised Master Plan 1990, forest
policy and directives) clearly mentions women as primary users of
communal forests and stresses the need to facilitate their effective
participation in decision making. However, because these plans and policy
documents do not provide a clear programme and policy directives to
address the immediate and strategic gender needs and priorities, the policy
recommendations are not internalized in practice. The plan does not make
explicit that existing unequal gender roles and relations that need to be
transformed in order to enable more sustainable and equitable gender
development (Bhatia, 1995; Rai, 2002b).The policy suffers because it does
not distinguish between gender issues and women issues,terms it uses
interchangeably (Cornwall, 2003).This refers back to what we said earlier
about the instrumental approach,which tries to make women more visible in
order to reach targets rather than consider and challenge the barriers inherent
to gender relations.But also it is very clear from our own experience in the
field that practitioners and policy makers still have a limited conceptual
understanding of gender as constructed and mostly defined by the
relationships between men and women. For many people,gender still means
women’s issues. The community forestry policy documents lack proper
assessment and analysis of the gender-specific constraints and opportunities
that entangle both men and women.The lack of such analysis undermines the
value of policy statements and weakens mechanisms to implement changes
in practice. For example, although the master plan provides directives to
promote women’s active decision making at all levels,the rules and

procedures of the DOF do not have any specific mechanisms to achieve



women’s involvement.This is due to practical procedures and mechanisms,
organizational incentives and the absence of women staff, but also to a deep
inability to recognize gender as a form of power relations, itself linked to a
lack of understanding, overlapping with the fact that foresters and policy
makers are themselves entangled in their own gendered behaviour.The

Community Forestry Guidelines (2002) can be considered a practical
instrument for the implementation of the policy.They focus on the process of
FUG formation, yet do not include any analysis of the specific constraints
faced by women and the poor during FUG formation. ‘Gender’ or ‘equity’ as
concepts are not mentioned, and ‘women’ and ‘the poor’ are mentioned only

as categories of users with different needs.
What do implementers do?

Unfortunately, the DOF, which is in charge of the management of
community forests, has traditionally been ill-equipped to deal with social
and gender equity issues (Malla, 2001). Government departments in general
are largely dominated by staff from higher castes and women staff in His
Majesty’s Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation (MoFSC),are
conspicuously absent,especially at the field level. The DOF overall is ill-
equipped with staff possessing appropriate skills and incentives to go out of
their way to mobilize communities for social change.Most foresters have
limited awareness and interest in these issues. Gender and social
discrimination are ingrained in Nepali society, and anybody who addresses
these issues in their work also needs to address them in their personal lives.
From our discussions in the field with many government officials, it is clear
that gender issues equal women’s issues, and that women should be confined

to the domestic sphere (despite their ubiquitous presence in the landscape).



Data from the field also show that few efforts are made during FUG
formation to reach poor and disadvantaged groups,with the result that the
elite dominate FUG affairs. Foresters are more interested in forests and their
protection than in facilitating sustainable community-based use and
management of forests (Malla, 2001). Although community forestry is
essentially about empowering communities, in practice this does not happen.
Few rangers believe that communities are capable of taking a leading role in
their own development, and few are committed to the creation of self-reliant
groups.Although the policy clearly states that FUGs can manage their own
affairs and that the district forest officer need only approve the operation
plan, in practice the DFO informally controls every decision made by the
FUGs,from the harvesting and sale of every log to the use of FUG
funds.This makes forest management costly and bureaucratic, and
community empowerment a farce. Clearly the role of foresters needs to
change from one of policing to one of facilitating.During formation of a
FUG,when the FUG is preparing its rules and regulations, foresters can
support communities in tackling embedded gender and social inequity in a
straightforward way.Though users may not necessarily be against
introducing equity measures in the FUG constitution, they fear that the
social cohesion of the group may not be able to survive internal conflicts.
Concrete support from the policy makers and the implementers is needed to

help communities to constructively address conflicts.

Conclusions

It seems that women-only FUGs, as in the case of mixed FUGs, are so far
giving voice to economically better-off and high-caste women who may

have little interest in benefiting the poor and lower-caste women. Such



institutions ‘can serve to reproduce existing relations of inequality between
“women” and “men” and strengthen compacts between particular kinds of
women and their men folk, rather than build the basis for more equitable
gender relations’ (Cornwall 2003, p1329).Our data show that most
shortcomings recorded in mixed FUGs in terms of gender and social
Inequity are reproduced in women-only FUGs.This, we argue, will continue
as long as community forestry addresses solely the practical needs of
environmental protection rather than tackling head on the strategic need for
social change. The objective of promoting women’s effective participation
in CPRM should not be confined to their participation in the management of
resources (which they are doing anyway), but should ensure increased access
to and control of the resource in parallel with concrete measures to increase
their capability. Unless efforts are made to address class-, caste- and gender-
based exclusion at community level through specific policies but also
through explicit directives for implementation, the formation of women-only
space in community forestry will be counterproductive,isolating women and
further marginalizing them. In addition to creating women-only spaces, it is
also important to ensure that gender equity is structured into all FUGs. Sarin
(1999) suggests that gender equity can be structured in FUGs by making
women visible both in a general body and the executive committee, as well
as by ensuring that women members are clearly,and independently of male
members,entitled to resources in specified ways. More importantly, there is a
need to work for a more accountable, committed and responsive policy
environment and structures to encourage and accommodate gender equity at
all levels through gender mainstreaming. Making policy and structure
gender-sensitive at all levels would be a wiser move than creating women-

only spaces without a clear commitment and responsiveness to change



towards gender equality. But as we have demonstrated elsewhere (Buchy
and Subba, 2003), community forestry is a gender-blind technology, so the
Issue is not so much which type of groups will best serve the needs of
women, but rather that a much more thorough analysis of the policy from a
gender perspective is needed in order to weed out structurally embedded
constraints. Krishna (2001,p167) has talked about ‘engendering community
rights’but she also warns that a ‘gender balance of community rights cannot
be sustained without gender balance within families’.This then brings us
back to the ongoing struggle and discussion about gender relations,which
have to be addressed and resolved at the personal level as well as at the

collective level, through gendered policies and practices.
Notes

1 The mid-hills represents the areas from the Siwaliks foothill range north to
the Tibetan border.The Terai area is adjacent to the foothills to the Gangetic
plains of the south. 2 Administratively, Nepal is divided into five geographic
development regions: Eastern,Central,Western,Mid-Western and Central,14
zones and 75 districts.Rapti zone falls in the Mid-Western development
region and consists of five districts, namely Dang,Rukum,Rolpa,Salyan and
Pyuthan. 3 Poverty is defined in Nepal as the proportion of the population
living in households in which per capita expenditure for food and non-food
items is beneath that required to purchase the minimum calorific
requirement and other basic needs (Nepal Living Standard
Survey,2003/2004). 4 Although there are numerous variations across the
country, agriculture throughout Nepal is based on a combination of crop
production, livestock rearing and the utilization of forest resources.



