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Abstract 
 
The starting point of this paper is that poverty is multi-dimensional, being not only 
concerned with economic, but also social exclusion – and thus powerlessness. 
Under the Nepal Swiss Community Forestry Project, five particular aspects of chronic 
poverty are recognised – class (economic status), caste, gender, geography and 
vulnerability (which may be a result of the first four, but also encompasses ill health, 
disability, and suffering related to the armed conflict). Whilst it is difficult to identify 
precisely the extent to which spatial poverty traps contribute to chronic poverty, 
geographical isolation is one element, interacting with others. This paper describes 
the project's work in addressing chronic poverty through sensitising Forest User 
Groups – of which there are some 886 in the project area, representing some 92,613 
households – to economic and social exclusion. Through a well-being ranking, the 
chronically poor are identified, and options for improving their livelihoods are 
explored by the FUG membership. Aspects considered include funds (loans at 
reasonable interest rates), representation in leadership positions, training for 
employment, educational scholarships, access to community forest land, pro-active 
inclusion in decision making processes, equitable access to forest products and the 
opportunity to participate in forest-based enterprises. The project monitors the extent 
to which FUGs make “pro-poor” provision in their planning and implementation, and 
the extent of social inclusion in decision-making processes. The latter includes 
records from meetings on the number of actively participating women and individuals 
belonging to disadvantaged groups; their representation on FUG committees, etc. 
The project is also seeking to challenge attitudes of social discrimination through 
demonstrating workforce diversity, and encouraging this amongst partners. However, 
the feudal attitude of the powerful towards disadvantaged households remains a 
major challenge in addressing chronic poverty. 
 

                                                 
1 With thanks to the workshop sponsors: Chronic Poverty Research Centre, Overseas 
Development Institute, Trocaire, Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation (SDC). 
2 www.intercooperation.ch 

 



1. Introduction 
 
This paper focuses on the experiences of one particular project, the Nepal Swiss 
Community Forestry Project, which has been operating for some 18 years (although 
not under the same name) and currently covers three3 out of the 75 districts of Nepal. 
The project is managed by Intercooperation on behalf of the Swiss Agency for 
Development and Cooperation (SDC), and operates on a multi-partnership basis 
through bilateral agreement with the government of Nepal. Before examining project 
experiences, however, a brief overview of poverty in Nepal is necessary. 
 
Nepal provides in many ways a “text book” example of chronic poverty in remote 
rural areas. The mountainous landscape is beautiful, but the steeply intersected 
terrain hinders access and makes infrastructure development and maintenance 
costly. Numerous roads and bridges have been built over the past 50 years, and 
other infrastructure developed, but still large swathes of the population live many 
days walk from the nearest road head, and without ready access to basic facilities 
such as drinking water, health services, schools or rural electrification (or at least to 
those of any quality). Deaths and permanent injury as a result of geographical 
isolation – including being unable to reach medical services or receive appropriate 
treatment in time, coping with the drudgery of bearing heavy loads up and down 
mountainous slopes, or suffering accidents crossing rivers, etc  - are common. 
Fertility rates are high (partly but not entirely due to lack of access to birth control), 
with maternal and child mortality also being high. The basis of the rural economy is 
labour-intensive agriculture, cultivating fragile soils and raising livestock for low 
returns. Land fragmentation is extreme, and many households have insufficient land 
for food security. Given that opportunities for earning beyond basic wage labour are 
scarce, out-migration (to urban areas or out of the country) is an inevitable and 
widely practised strategy – both seasonal and longer-term. Indeed, remittances 
represent a substantial input into the rural economy, but they are often poorly 
managed, whilst the absence of able-bodied adults (especially men) has a variety of 
negative social repercussions. Opportunities for savings and credit for households to 
invest in health, hygiene and education are also limited.  
 
The social context of Nepal provides an additional twist to the geographical and 
economic gap between people living in remote areas and those living in or close to 
urban areas. Traditional Nepali society is extremely hierarchical, structured by caste 
and class - with the higher castes (particularly Brahmins, but also Chhetris and 
Newars) dominating the hill peoples (such as Tamangs, Gurungs, Sherpas and 
Majhis) and practising severe discrimination against the “untouchable” occupational 
castes or Dalits (shoemakers, blacksmiths, tailors, etc). It is the hill peoples and (to a 
lesser extent) Dalits who are more commonly found in remote areas; furthermore, 
each ethnic/caste group tends to be fragmented – meaning that it is difficult to come 
together with a united voice. Poor literacy levels due to poor schooling, and lack of 
information on political and human rights have also contributed to such groups being 
generally excluded from political decision-making processes. The same can largely 
be said of women – although gender relations vary according to caste, class and 
ethnicity. 
 

                                                 
3 Dolakha, Ramechhap and Okhaldunga districts in the Central regional zone (North East of 
Kathmandu). 



In summary, all the characteristics of remote rural areas (RRAs) listed by Bird, 
Hulme, More and Shepherd (2002) apply in Nepal’s middle hills, notably: 

• High dependency ratios due to high fertility, mortality of people of working 
age, and out migration 

• Exposure to high risk levels, and low social protection 
• Poor agro-ecology 
• Food insecurity 
• Poor policy and low levels of service delivery 
• Constraining social factors. 

 
Against this background, it is perhaps not surprising that social exclusion erupted into 
civil conflict 11 years ago.  Frustrated by political inertia, the various Maoist parties 
who had been elected to power after the democratic movement of 1990, decided to 
take to arms. The cost of this conflict has been huge, and the brunt borne largely by 
the disadvantaged, but the rebellion and demand for self-determination has changed 
Nepali society irrevocably. Social discrimination, though still entrenched, is 
increasingly questioned, and not simply accepted as a way of life. Whilst hopes for 
conflict resolution and peace building are now high, and a new draft national 
constitution has been promulgated, the demand for change is fierce and could still 
ultimately lead the disintegration of the nation. 
 
 
2. Developing programmes that seek to respond to chronic poverty 
 
There are clearly huge challenges in developing effective programmes to address 
chronic rural poverty – challenges rendered more complex during the civil war, when 
most remote areas (including much of the area in which NSCFP operates) were 
under Maoist control. The current (5th) phase of NSCFP is designed in a manner that 
is coherent with overall national and sector policy as well as SDC priorities in Nepal, 
and builds on lessons learned from earlier project experience. 

2.1. National level 
 
It is recognised that the civil conflict stems from poverty and social exclusion. Thus 
the country has an overall national strategy of poverty reduction, in line with the first 
Millennium Development Goal (MDG) of halving poverty by 2015. This is reinforced 
through the four pillars of its Poverty Reduction Strategy Plan (PRSP), notably 
• Economic growth 
• Social and human development 
• Specific targeting of the extreme poor and marginalized 
• Good governance. 
 
The spatial dimensions of poverty are also recognised in that there is a special 
remote area development programme (focussing on districts and areas within them 
of high altitude and poor accessibility).   

2.2. Sector level 
As a source of fuel, fodder, timber and many other products, forestry plays a 
particularly important role in the livelihoods of Nepal’s rural population. This was 
acknowledged in the country’s 25 year Forest Plan (1985 – 2010), in which 
community forestry – under which full responsibility for the management and use of 
State forests is handed over to legally registered Forest User Groups (FUGs) - was 
seen as a forest category that could ultimately take up 60% of all State forest. FUGs 
are defined on the basis of all the households using a particular forest. They are 



formed on the basis of resource governance and are not necessarily coherent with 
the local administrative units (Village Development Committees, VDCs), which tend 
to be larger. At present time, the total area of community forest in the country stands 
at 1.2 million ha managed by 14,227 FUGs whose membership consists of about 1.6 
million households. In the NSCFP supported districts, the total community forest area 
is 83,500 ha, comprising 57% of the total potential of 146,700 ha forest land; 
significantly, 81% of all households are members of one or more FUG. Community 
forestry attempts to contribute to all four pillars of the PRSP, but it has been criticised 
in the past for failing to reach the poorest. Indeed, it has sometimes even contributed 
to a widening gap between the elites and the socially disadvantaged, with the former 
(who have private tree resources) having no hesitation to enforce forest protection, 
depriving the poor of their basic needs for fuel, fodder etc (Hobley 1990; Graner, 
1997; Malla et al., 2003). Community forestry has evolved from tree planting and 
forest management to “second generation” issues of governance and poverty 
reduction. FUGs have, in fact, occupied a unique position during the period of armed 
conflict – functioning as democratic entities, conducting meetings and organising 
local services from their own funds at a time that the VDCs were non-functional. 
More than this, they have organised themselves, coming together to form the 
Federation of Forest User Groups of Nepal (FECOFUN) to lobby for user group 
rights (which government officials have, on a number of occasions, sought to curtail 
through orders and circulars that contradict legislation – notably the Forest Act 1993). 

2.3. SDC priorities in Nepal 
 
SDC in Nepal has clear poverty orientation guidelines, applicable to all projects 
(SDC, 1999).  
 
Poverty is a multi-dimensional concept comprising the notions of exclusion, difficult or denied 
access to resources, choices and services, deprivation of basic rights and security and 
powerlessness. In general the poor are people whose great potential to contribute to progress 
and growth of the nation is not utilised. 
SDC (1999) 
 
Whilst this definition remains valid, SDC’s priorities have adapted to changing 
circumstances, and have become increasingly focused on social discrimination. 
Livelihood and social inclusiveness is now one of the three pillars of the current 
country strategy (the others being donor harmonisation and conflict transformation). 
From 2004 onwards, SDC has particularly stressed in all its projects the need to work 
with disadvantaged groups (DAGs), and ensure that their needs and views are 
considered. Disadvantaged in this sense incorporates social as well as economic 
exclusion. 

2.4. Project experience 
 
NSCFP has always sought to be innovative, and to push experience in community 
forestry to new levels. Whilst earlier phases concentrated on supporting the process 
of handing over forests in an equitable manner, developing new methods for local 
users to manage and harvest forests on a sustainable basis, and subsequently 
building local, non-government capacity to provide services to FUGs, the external 
review of the fourth phase highlighted poverty and equity as having been 
inadequately addressed (Gronow, Singh, Branney and Kafle, 2004). The fifth project 
phase (mid 2005 – mid 2008) therefore seeks to address chronic poverty in a 



concerted manner, starting from a clear common understanding of the issue amongst 
project staff and service providers that is built on the SDC definition. 
 
 
3. Characterisation of different levels of poverty  
 
Under NSCFP, poverty is viewed as deprivation resulting from CCGGV – a 
composite of Class (economic status), Caste, Gender, Geography, and Vulnerability 
(the latter can be a function of the first four – but particularly takes account of conflict 
victims, the old and handicapped). NSCFP seeks primarily to sensitise FUGs to 
poverty, and to support them in counteracting discrimination and alleviating the worst 
economic poverty amongst their membership. The first step in this is a well-being 
ranking, adapted to the conflict situation (Pokharel, Nurse and Tembe, 2004). As 
identification of well-to-do households was very sensitive (potentially inviting negative 
action by Maoists), the method requires three trusted, knowledgeable key informants 
(varying by gender, caste and class) to conduct the ranking individually – the 
categories being left for their own interpretation, although they are asked to 
differentiate at least five if possible. In Nepali, the word bipanna is used for those 
who are extremely disadvantaged (distinct from economically poor, garib). Generally 
five to seven categories are identified, each household in the FUG being placed in 
one.  The three rankings given to each household are then averaged, thus arriving 
(as far as possible) at a non-biased categorisation. Those identified in the lowest 
three categories are named, by category, at a general assembly of the FUG, which is 
asked to ratify the selection. Sometimes the selection is challenged, and sometimes 
the assembly finds that more names should be included as bipanna, but overall they 
should not comprise more than 5% of the FUG membership. The reasons given for 
categorising households always include the obvious ones of food security (land 
ownership) and income (a regular salary is highly favoured), but also take into 
account social and other factors. Commonly quoted indicators of well-being include 
good political connections outside the village (“source force”); all family members in 
good health; the ability to pay for all children’s education; the ability to lend money; 
and (in some cases) a toilet4. For the bipanna, handicap or long-term illness, old age 
and debt are usually mentioned, but the most common factor is social isolation – 
something strongly abhorred in Nepali culture, and worsened by the absence of 
State-provided social protection (see the example of Manomaya Majhi, box 1).  
 
The project is well aware that well-being ranking gives a “snap-shot in time”, and 
does not fully capture the dynamics of poverty. The bipanna are chronically poor, but 
other dynamics – which households are slipping into poverty, and which are pulling 
themselves out of it – are not recorded. Repeat well-being rankings after several 
years could contribute to such understandings. Nevertheless, it is already an 
achievement that well-being ranking has been conducted in 465 out of the 886 FUGs 
in the project area, covering almost 48,600 households. In the absence of reliable 
government figures, the method has become so widely accepted that a number of 
other agencies – government and non-government - now use the ranking to target 
disadvantaged groups for their own activities. Examples include the Department of 
Animal Health and Livestock, the (World Bank) Poverty Alleviation Fund, PAF, and 
UNDP’s programmes.  
 
Beyond identifying the bipanna and other disadvantaged households, well-being 
ranking serves, importantly, to begin a process of discussion within the FUG 
membership on social responsibility and the recognition of equal rights for all. This is 
taken forward in a three-day programme of Governance Coaching – a tool developed 
                                                 
4 Probably influenced by the activities of SDC’s health project. 



by the project to encourage FUG members to reflect on governance practices within 
the group (including style of leadership, financial record-keeping, meeting 
organisation, etc), and on what can be done for the bipanna. Normally some 30 or so 
persons take part in this coaching; they are selected using CCGGV criteria to bring a 
range of opinions.   
 
“During the Governance Coaching we reviewed the [Operational] Plan – what we had decided, 
what we had done, who had come to the meeting, what was written and then what had actually 
been done. One thing we realised was that everyone who participated signed, and then the 
decisions were written afterwards as we thought that everyone had agreed – but actually the 
correct thing to do is to write the decisions first and then to sign. We also realised that there 
was not a single decision in the Plan that was specifically about the poor – most decisions 
related purely to forest management…. We learned what we had overlooked, where we had 
made mistakes - such as not thinking about the bipanna, and not recording income and 
expenditure thoroughly - and we realised how to improve…” 
Ganesh Bahadur Majhi – Secretary, Ampani Thulobhir Community Forest, Ramechhap District  
 
The activities then adopted with regard to the bipanna are discussed in section 5.  
 
 
4. The contribution of spatial poverty traps to chronic poverty  
 
The national trends described in the introduction are also played out at the meso and 
micro level, resulting in particular groups being pushed into local spatial poverty 
traps. The dominant groups have tended to settle the areas with the best agricultural 
potential – with the disadvantaged being marginalised to the fragile lands along the 
rivers or the higher mountain slopes. The caste and ethnic composition of each of the 
three NSCFP districts varies, but overall the Brahmins, Chhetris and (to a lesser 
extent) Newars are numerically dominant and own by far the most irrigated (khet) 
land. Typically, the Majhis (see box 1) live along marginal riverside lands, whilst 
Tamangs, Gurungs and Sherpas tend to inhabit the steep upper slopes where 
agriculture is solely rain-fed, soils are poor, and the risk of crop failure is high. In all 
these groups, out-migration is often the only means of survival. This said, there are a 
few examples of spatial isolation having resulted in economic opportunities, rather 
than a lack of them. The obvious case is of some Sherpa households in remote 
areas, whose contact with tourists has brought them wealth and a greater degree of 
social influence. 
 
In the project context, it is not easy to isolate the particular contribution of spatial 
poverty to chronic poverty. The fact is that class (economic status), caste, gender, 
geography, and vulnerability play out together in both obvious and subtle ways, 
leading to chronic poverty.  
 



 
Box 1: Manomaya Majhi: spatial poverty leading to social isolation 
The Majhis are a low caste hill group who traditionally gain their livelihoods from fishing and 
ferrying people across rivers in small boats. Their caste means that they generally live close to 
large rivers, on marginal land – thus spatial poverty is, in their case, effectively caste-induced.  
 
Manomaya Majhi is about 50 years old, and is married to Gore Majhi. He is her second 
husband – her first died, without them having any children. The couple live in a small one-
roomed house close to the Tama Koshi (a major river). They used to possess some khet land, 
but it was swept away by the river during one monsoon. The construction of a suspension 
bridge across the river means that there is no longer any ferry work. Of their six children, three 
died whilst still quite young. The other three (two daughters and a son) have all migrated to 
Kathmandu, where they work long hours as unskilled labourers, mainly in brick factories (still 
earning more than they could make locally). Their son is living with a woman, but has not 
married her due to insufficient money. The girls have married, and have five children, all girls, 
between them. Manomaya and Gore had to take a loan at the local interest rate Rs 400 per 
month for each 10,000 (48% per annum) to cover the marriage and other costs, which they are 
still repaying. Gore is thus often away in Kathmandu, seeking work. He himself has had four 
wives; the first three all left him as he was away earning money, and they found other 
husbands. There was one son from Gore’s first marriage, but he died at the age of 21, leaving 
a widow and two children, of whom one also died. The other now works in a tea stall in 
Kathmandu. 
 
Manomaya has thus lived through the death of one husband, three children, one step-child, 
and one grand-child; the loss of the family land; and the effective loss of her surviving three 
children, step-child and grand-children, whom she rarely sees. She jokes that she stayed with 
Gore through lack of alternatives – but she also complains that she feels alone. 
 
 
5. Strategies to address chronic poverty 
 
The NSCFP seeks to address chronic poverty through a variety of mechanisms, at 
different levels. These may be briefly outlined as follows.  

• As already mentioned in section 3, sensitising FUGs to chronic poverty, and 
supporting social responsibility – particularly towards the bipanna 

• Supporting the FUGs to reach the bipanna through a range of activities 
captured by the acronym FREELIFE  

• Promoting the utilisation of forests beyond subsistence needs, to provide 
income generating opportunities from forest-based enterprises 

• Working through non-government service providers to reach the more 
isolated areas and promote social inclusion amongst resource persons 

• During the years of conflict, seeking to reach all VDCs and generate a 
presence throughout the entire project area - including those areas occupied 
by Maoists 

• Disseminating experiences at national level.  

5.1. FREELIFE plus H2O: Reaching the bipanna  
The acronym FREELIFE is used to help facilitators remember aspects that should be 
discussed by the FUG when considering provision for the most disadvantaged (see 
box 2).  



 
Box 2: FREELIFE plus H2O 
The main provisions of FREELIFE are access to group Funds, Representation in leadership 
positions, training for Employment, scholarship for Education, access to community forest 
Land, Inclusion in decision making processes, equitable access to Forest products and 
Enterprises. The additional H2O refers to Health, Humanitarian aspects (particularly for conflict 
victims) and support from Other organisations. 
 
Funds are made available through the project as interest-free loans for home-based livelihood 
activities such as raising goats, pigs or poultry, the manufacture of leaf plates, brooms, 
charcoal, etc.  This provision is known as LIP – Livelihood Improvement Programme. Each 
bipanna household is entitled to a loan of Rs 5,000, of which 75% should be paid back in 
instalments to form a rotating fund within the FUG. The FUG is further paid a 15% service 
charge for organising the loans (thus providing incentive).  
Representation of bipanna, other disadvantaged households and of women in general in FUG 
leadership (committee membership) is encouraged by the FUGs.  
Employment opportunities for the bipanna are identified by FUGs where possible, and 
provision made for training if this is necessary. 
Education is addressed by the project channelling funds through the FUGs for scholarships to 
children – particularly girls – identified by the FUG who belong to bipanna and other 
disadvantaged households. The provision enables those children who study well not only to sit 
for SLC (School Leaving Certificate), but also to continue their studies afterwards, if they pass. 
Land under the control of the FUG (but not tree covered) may be given to bipanna on lease for 
cultivation, wherever this is possible. 
Inclusion: records are kept on who participates in meetings, with FUG members from more 
advantaged backgrounds being sensitised to encourage disadvantaged members to attend, to 
listen to their opinions, and give them space to raise their voice.  
Forest products from the community forest must be distributed in an equitable manner – equity 
meaning fair (according to need) rather than equal. Thus, for example, even if the FUG decides to ban 
harvest of a specific product – for example bamboo - in order to allow natural regeneration, it would 
nevertheless agree to bipanna households harvesting a certain amount, if they had no other source. 
Enterprises – see section 5.2. 
 
From experience to date, the most problematic aspects of FREELIFE are provision of land – as often it 
is difficult for the FUG to make available land of any quality that is not too far from the settlement – and 
the involvement of the poor in forest-based enterprises, the establishment of which requires project 
support (and presents a challenge when combining commercial and social objectives). 
 
One aspect of livelihood provision for bipanna that is particularly worth mentioning is 
the aim to challenge traditional caste occupations. An example is the manufacture of 
charcoal – which is the traditional role of Kamis (blacksmiths). The project is 
supporting (although only at pilot stage) the manufacture of charcoal briquettes from 
waste biomass (particularly the noxious weed banmara, Eupatorium spp). This has 
no caste stigma, and is being taken up by households of varied caste (the advisor on 
the technology is in fact Brahmin). 



 
Box 3. Rajaya FUG: An example of pro-poor decision-making  
Rajaya FUG in Okhaldunga district was established in 2001 with a membership of 145 
households, sharing 32.88 hectares of forest land. The executive committee of 13 members 
includes two from disadvantaged household and four women. Through a well-being exercise, 
the FUG has identified seven disadvantaged households. Each prepared a household 
livelihood plan based on resource availability and their individual capacities, and is now 
carrying out their plan with FUG support. Of particular note is the fact that the FUG has 
allocated a part of the community forest land (0.7 ha) to the disadvantaged households and is 
allowing them to manage and utilize it for their own benefit. The secretary of the FUG, Kamal 
Thapa Magar is quoted as saying, “We are very interested in supporting the poor in 
collaboration with different people and organizations”.  
 
Rajaya FUG has also been instrumental in community development. It has provided NRs. 
10,000.00 to upgrade a local school from lower secondary, to secondary level. Likewise, the 
FUG has invested NRs. 12,000.00 on a drinking water scheme. 

5.2. Forest-based enterprises 
 
Well-managed community forests can often provide a far greater supply of forest 
products than required by FUG members for subsistence. Commercial utilisation is 
thus possible - both in terms of product supply, and existing legislation (although 
complicated rules and regulations put limitations in practice). There are many 
potential opportunities for the development of forest-based enterprises such as small 
saw-mills, veneer/plywood units, local paper-making enterprises (from lokta, Daphne 
sp and argeli, Edgeworthia gardneri), distillation of essential oils (eg. from 
wintergreen, Gaultheria fragrantissima), and wild fruit juice making from wood apple 
bel, Aegle marmelos etc. During the conflict, it was difficult to develop such 
opportunities due to Maoist scepticism towards commercial enterprises, although the 
deliberate focus on involving the disadvantaged meant that some were allowed to 
operate. The project is placing more emphasis on pro-poor enterprise development 
now that political conditions are more favourable.  Pro-poor enterprise models are 
promoted with the tripartite shareholding mechanism, in which the disadvantaged 
households are also shareholders. They  receive financial benefits in three ways: 
firstly, through dividends from their shareholding capital; secondly, as members of 
their respective FUGs, through the share of dividends going to FUG funds; and 
thirdly, through employment in the activities related to the enterprise. 

5.3. Working through Service Providers 
 
Box 4: The rationale for Service Providers 
In the early years of community forestry, the main project partner was the Department of 
Forests. In phase three, however, the project began promoting the development of local non-
government service providers. This was partly with a view towards fostering long-term 
sustainability (recognising that staff numbers within the Department of Forests are limited), 
and, linked to this, also fostering local ownership (building a cadre of resource persons coming 
from and living within the project districts). It also increasingly became the only pragmatic 
option, with Maoist activities causing fear amongst Forest Department (and all other 
government) staff, and preventing any field activities by them.  
 
Service providers have certainly grown in expertise and financial strength. It is hoped that in 
the future, they will become self-sustaining – providing services to FUGs who pay them from 



their own funds. This is slowly becoming a real possibility. Clearly the services for which FUGs 
will be prepared to pay are likely to be those which give an obvious immediate benefit – such 
as renewing their Operational Plans (a legal requirement) or advice on commercial harvesting. 
 
Phase four of NSCFP saw heavy emphasis on the capacity building of service 
providers, with the result that the project is now partnering a total of 37 such 
organisations. These vary in size (financial turnover, staff numbers), and also, it must 
be admitted, the quality of services provided. Service providers have been criticised 
for being politically biased, headed by party-affiliated elites of the United Marxist 
Leninist, UML (despite its name, only mildly left wing) and Congress (conservative) 
parties. The (village based) social workers employed by service providers have 
tended to be Brahmin/Chhetri/Newar. Whilst some could establish a working 
understanding with the Maoists and managed to operate in remote areas, others 
could not – and were on a number of occasions attacked.  
 
In phase five, NSCFP has sought to foster “pro-disadvantaged” attitudes and practice 
within Service Providers.  The project trained 150 individuals drawn from 
disadvantaged households and including many women, whom it was hoped would 
become Local Resource Persons, employed by the service providers. Whilst this was 
not entirely successful - finally service providers employed only 25 of those trained – 
the effort was not lost. There is anecdotal evidence (hard data is still being collected) 
that many of those trained have been elected to FUG committees; they also serve as 
positive role models for the bipanna and disadvantaged in general.  

5.4. Targeting remote areas 
 
During the time of conflict, NSCFP sought to operate in as many VDCs as possible, 
spread throughout the three districts and deliberately including the most remote 
areas, although access was often limited due to the presence and activities of rebels. 
All VDCs were classified into one of three categories according to remoteness, with 
70 out of 163 VDCs being classified as remote. Working with those service providers 
who had good local connections, the project was able to provide services to 70% of 
the FUGs in remote VDCs (a total 117 FUGs). Now that the conflict has ceased, and 
in recognition that the project will terminate (in its present form) by 2010, the most 
likely future strategy will be to focus efforts on certain clusters of VDCs - particularly 
those which combine high numbers of disadvantaged households, and opportunities 
for forest enterprise development. The aim is to build clear, substantiated examples 
of community forestry working for the disadvantaged. 

5.5. Disseminating experiences at national level 
 
NSCFP seeks not only to change the lives of the disadvantaged for the better in the 
project area – but also to disseminate lessons learned and challenge attitudes at the 
national level. An important partner in this respect is FECOFUN, in its capacity as an 
advocacy and service delivery agency. Sharing and learning is systematically 
encouraged – one recent example being inviting a central (national) FECOFUN 
member to assist in livelihood programmes in one district (Okhaldunga). The 
Department of Forests is also included in this knowledge sharing approach. A 
notable success is that the project’s locally adapted method of well-being ranking is 
to be taken up nationally, and used also in other forestry programmes, such as 
leasehold forestry. 
 



6. Key obstacles 
 
The most important single obstacle to pushing forward change in favour of the 
disadvantaged is entrenched attitudes. Introducing participatory processes in 
hierarchical societies is always considered to be difficult, but questioning attitudes to 
caste, class and gender - changing mindsets - is even more challenging.  
 
The SDC Deputy Director in Nepal, Genevieve Federspiel, provided the following example of 
entrenched attitudes. In negotiating with the government on work contracts for line workers – 
labourers who work on a daily basis to maintain specific sections of road - SDC pushed for the 
contract to include a clause that a worker is entitled to one day holiday per week (Saturday or 
Sunday). Someone asked, “But why do they need a holiday?”. 
 
This said, whatever one’s party political viewpoint, the civil conflict has opened up 
opportunities for change in a way that did not exist before. At the practical level, the 
project has continued to support a “pro-disadvantaged” stance at all levels – FUG, 
service provider, project - including the recruitment of 8 project staff in Phase V 
period, a substantial number of whom are women (62%) and socially discriminated 
caste, dalits (25%) (Steenhof et al, 2007). This was possible because both SDC and 
Intercooperation’s work force diversity policy was in place. However workforce 
diversity within the principal partner and to a considerable extent within service 
providers, and the sensitivity towards poverty, social equity and gender, is limited. In 
particular, the government work force, which is almost six times more than that of the 
project, is yet to be sensitised. Highly trained individuals who come from 
disadvantaged backgrounds are, by definition, particularly scarce. To address this 
issue, an internship scheme has been introduced in which 21 persons have been 
selected in the last three years, mainly from socially discriminated groups (38% from 
Dalit and an equal number from ethnic groups). However, positive recruitment often 
means discrimination against better qualified and more experienced individuals from 
advantaged backgrounds. 
 
Geographical remoteness and inaccessibility will remain an obstacle for many years 
to come. During the conflict the Maoists destroyed much government infrastructure; 
rebuilding what existed before will require substantial investment, let alone reaching 
out to new areas. As indicated previously, NSCFP will continue to work in partnership 
with service providers in the more remote areas, but prioritise particular clusters of 
VDCs according to economic status and social discrimination. 
 
Ensuring quality of delivery amongst services providers is another particular 
challenge, and it is likely that the project will, in future, be more selective in its choice 
of partners, and try to monitor delivery more tightly. During the conflict, service 
providers were largely responsible for channelling project funds to FUGs (FUGs also 
have internally generated funds from harvesting, fines, etc). This was necessary for 
logistical reasons, but is not a healthy mode of working, given that the aim is for the 
FUGs to eventually manage all funds by themselves, and contract service providers 
for specific tasks. Service providers are somewhat resistant to changing the 
established working practice, and FUGs may require more coaching on financial 
matters to handle larger financial volumes, but this is an issue that needs to be 
addressed in the immediate future. 
 



7. Impact assessment - criteria and indicators 
 
The project’s impact on reducing poverty and improving the livelihoods of the 
disadvantaged can be measured in two ways. Firstly, the impact at FUG level - 
assessing the project's contribution to raising pro-poor awareness amongst 
members, in the assumption that this will then have a positive influence on the 
disadvantaged households; and secondly, the actual impact at the household level - 
showing the contribution of FUGs to improving the livelihood assets of disadvantaged 
households.  The process of assessing impact at FUG level has begun (see below) 
but the gathering of data on impact on poverty at the household level is a complex 
process, and the methodology is still under development. A particular challenge is 
that no baseline data on well-being or poverty at household level was collected at 
project inception. 
 
At FUG level, the main assessment criteria are pro-poor orientation in governing the 
organisation, and social capital formation.  Of the many FUGs that have carried out 
well being ranking, a considerable number (189) have created and implemented pro-
poor provisions without any outside support. Some 61% of all FUGs have allocated 
forest products based on positive discrimination; and 56% have special provision for 
capacity building amongst the disadvantaged. An increasing number of FUGs are 
providing loans to the disadvantaged (165 have done so), the level of interest 
charged being in the range of 10 -18%, which is still rather high but much lower than 
the rate charged by local money lenders.  Some 13% of all FUGs have created 
scholarship funds to disadvantaged children (this being in addition to the students 
supported directly by the project). Support provided from FUG funds for various 
community infrastructure and to local schools and health posts has some positive 
influence on disadvantaged households in increasing their access to education, 
health and drinking water because these households cannot afford to arrange such 
matters privately or seek them outside the locality. To reduce the negative effect of 
vulnerability resulting from the conflict and natural calamities, almost half of the 
FUGs in project-supported areas have offered help to their members during the time 
of calamities, shock and sorrow. To be more specific, 26% (179) have provided 
support for health and another 17% (118) have provided some kind of support to 
improve shelters (Steenhof, 2007). 
 
The project also maintains records on social inclusiveness. This includes monitoring 
the number of women and representatives of lower castes who participate in general 
assembly meetings, and the number of such disadvantaged groups who are 
represented in FUG committees. According to the latest figures (June 2006), 2,704 
women occupy leadership positions in the FUGs (32% of all such positions). In more 
than half (55%) of the FUGs, the representation of Dalits in committees is in 
proportion to their overall population in the district. There has, furthermore, been an 
increase in their number in leadership positions. For example, over the past three 
years, the number of Dalit chair and vice chairpersons has increased from 30 to 38.  
 



8. Examples of successful interventions 
 
The figures given above indicate that progress is being made, both in terms of 
attitudinal change and concrete benefits for the poor, although much still remains to 
be done. The following stories of few selected individuals from disadvantaged 
backgrounds provide a more personal perspective. The first provides an example of 
how a young Dalit woman could gain confidence, and become active in local 
decision-making, through community forestry. The second and third examples show 
how just a small loan (NRs 5,000) from an FUG gave an opportunity to two couples 
to improve their livelihoods in a significant way, to gain self-esteem, and to provide a 
better future for their children.  
 
Box 5: Personal stories  
 
Junu Maya: finding a voice  
Junu Maya is a young married woman from a Dalit family. The family is member of the local 
FUG that has conducted a well-being ranking of its members. The group identified Junu Maya's 
family as bipanna. As the group reserves seats during training activities for bipanna, she was 
invited to participate in a training programme about Governance Coaching. This event inspired 
her to think about how she could change her life. After a short while she was in the FUG's 
general committee and through gaining confidence from meetings and discussions, she 
decided to stand as a candidate for the district elections of FECOFUN. During an assembly 
meeting she felt empowered enough to challenge the prejudiced remarks of powerful male 
candidates - with the result that she was elected. She is now serving a three-year term as 
FECOFUN district representative. 
 
Mankumari: an opportunity for a new livelihood 
Mankumari lives with her disabled husband, Lal Bahadur Shrestha, their three daughters and a 
son in Yasam VDC-7, Okhaldhunga. Their inherited family house leaked so badly that they 
moved out, and now live in the home of Mr. Shrestha's brother. They own a small piece of 
steeply sloping land, but this produces only enough to feed them for two to three months. Lal 
Bahadur used to work in a sawmill, but ten years ago he was paralyzed in a work accident. 
After this, Mankumari had many difficulties in obtaining the very basic needs for her family, 
which she did through wage labour at the local market and within the village. Then ,just over a 
year ago, Kholakharka FUG conducted a well-being exercise and identified Mankumari for the 
Livelihood Improvement Programme. She made a household plan to start a shop, and received 
a loan of Rs. 5,000. She began the business from a small room in the house, furnished from 
timber allocated free of cost by the FUG. She also ran a small stall near the local school, and, 
finding it was profitable, expanded to a stall at the weekly market in Ramechhap. According to 
Mankumari, "After having the shop, I have been able to provide two meals a day for my family 
and essential stationeries for my children." Her husband adds "I am physically unable to work 
as a potter or toil in the field, but with this business, I can make money from where I sit." 
 
Santosh and Sunita Pariyar: a traditional livelihood, but an easier life 
Santosh Pariyar,and Sunita Pariyar are a Dalit couple in their early 30s, who own only a small, 
marginal plot of land in the village of Taluwa, Okhaldunga. Finding it impossible to make a 
living in the village, they left for Kathmandu, where they worked as labourers on construction 
sites for two years. Sunita then returned to Okhaldhunga to give birth to her younger son. After 
the birth, she joined the Okhaldhunga-Rampur road labour group and started earning money in 
this way. She also learned how to sew from a neighbour. Sunita’s family is a member of the 
Jalkeni FUG, which, through a well-being ranking, identified 14 bipanna households - each of 



which was assisted in preparing a household livelihood plan (with facilitation by FECOFUN). 
Sunita’s family was one of them, and she made a household plan to establish a tailoring shop 
with a loan of Rs. 5,000. Hearing of this, Santosh took tailoring training in Kathmandu and 
returned to the village. With the loan, the couple purchased a second hand sewing and 
interlock machine and opened a tailoring shop in Okhaldhunga Bazar. The business has done 
well, and they have purchased two more sewing machines. One of the particular uses of their 
earnings is to send their sons to school. Even though tailoring is a caste-linked occupation, it is 
easier work than manual labour – and earns better money. 
 
 
9. Conclusion 
 
Despite the claim made at the beginning of this paper that social discrimination in 
Nepal is increasingly questioned, deeply entrenched discriminatory attitudes remain 
difficult to change. Thus the progress made by the NSCFP and other development 
projects in raising awareness, and offering opportunities for certain disadvantaged 
households, must be placed in the context of a major social struggle. Community 
forestry can no longer be criticised for simply serving the interests of the elites. It is, 
instead, a means by which even the chronically poor in remote areas can raise their 
voice, have their views respected by others in the community, and claim a right to 
benefits that improve their livelihood – and the prospects of their children.  
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