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Abstract 

Nowadays, the concept of community participation is celebrated in almost all 

fields such as health, development, forests for its positive results. It is considered 

in academic literature and development sector a panacea to all ills and a 

guarantee to ensure success to any kind of action taken. Like its application in 

the world, its significance has also been realized and implemented in all sectors 

in Pakistan as well. Besides other sectors in Pakistan, it has been incorporated, 

due to its perceived effective role, into the policy documents of forests 

conservation. Thus, to understand the theorized proposition of community 

participation, this study was conducted in Districts Swat, Shangla, Dir Upper 

and Chitral of Malakand Division, Khyber Pakhtunkhwa and empirical data was 

collected through relevant data collection tools such as 'Individual Interview', 

'Focus Group Discussion' and 'Observation'. The date was collected from 

members of Joint Forest Management Committees (JFMCs) (including men and 

women), officials of forest department and other relevant stakeholders. The study 

found that the prevailing socio-cultural, economic and political dynamics in the 

study area made the whole theory impracticable. Therefore, to develop sense of 

ownership among local people and enable them to preserve forests, such 

dynamics must be taken into account by the forest department and other relevant 

stakeholders. To enable the reader(s) to easily understand the premise of the 

paper derived from the findings, it is comprised of two parts. Part I provides a 

brief history of the status of forest management in Pakistan while Part II 

elaborates the socio-economic and political factors paralyzing the philosophy of 

community participation in forest management.  

Keywords:   Community Participation, Forests, Conservation, Qualitative Research  

Introduction  

In pre-colonial era forests were not directly under the control of Indian states; rather, the 

forest resources were controlled by the local users/communities. They managed and 

conserved these forests according to their local customs and traditions. Hence, the pre-
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colonial era is regarded as an open access regime in which local people were free to meet 

their needs out of such common pool resources (forest) and were responsible to manage 

such resources according to their devised customary laws. Before the adoption of 

institutional management, a good historical overview of peoples' involvement in forest 

management in the pre-colonial era is documented. Pre-colonial Indian States did not 

occupy the forests and the forest users had the control of forests. Local rulers and 

landlords only exercised control to the extent of extracting dues on certain animals and 

plant species, or to maintaining hunting reserves. Substantively, the communities had 

control over the management and utilization of forests and cultivated land. From nomads 

herding livestock to the tribal people engaged in seasonal agriculture, all were able to 

meet their subsistence needs collectively from the forests (Khan et al., 2006). However, 

due to rapid population growth and industrial revolution forest resources were over-

exploited to speed up economic development. As a result, deforestation increased and to 

overcome further depletion of forest resources the colonial government took the control 

of natural resources especially forests by establishing forest department for better 

conservation and protection of forest resources. Under such centralized approach, forest 

dependent people were alienated and displaced from forest covered areas. Forests played 

an important role in the lives of such communities living in the vicinity of forests. 

Therefore, such management changes affected the lives of forest dependent people who 

were poor and mostly relied on forests for their livelihoods and survival (Khan & Naqvi, 

2000). After independence, Pakistan followed the colonial period forest policy of 1894 

for management and conservation of forest.  Forest policies, until recently, focused on 

forest conservation even at the cost of rights of the local communities and top-

down/centralized approach was adopted for the management of forest resources. Local 

people were ignored in the management of forests resources. In the beginning all forest 

policies of Pakistan 1955, 1962 and 1975 were autocratic and top down in nature. The aim 

of such policies was to bring more forests under the control of the government at the cost of 

depriving and excluding local communities.   

The main reason responsible for such non-cooperative behavior of the local community 

in forest management is that all forest policies focused on the conservation of forest at the 

cost of local livelihood. However, now conservation as well as development programs 

focuses on the active involvement and empowerment of local stockholders and making 

them active actors in the whole process (Shackleton et al., 2002). In this scenario, Pakistan 

launched participatory approach in forest conservation with support of international donor 

organizations/agencies such as Asian Development Bank and the World Bank in different 

provinces. The important projects were Forestry Sector Project (FSP) in Khyber 

Pakhtunkhwa, Punjab Forest Sector Development Project (PFSDP) and Sindh Forestry 

Development Project (SFDP) (Suleri, 2002). The involvement of local people in forest 

management has become a key feature of forest policy (Poffenberger, 2000 & 

Shackleton et al., 2002). However, involving local people for ensuring the conservation 

of forests is a challenging job as there are a number of conflicting and interests groups 

with their prioritized needs.  
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Community participation has received a central position in the current academic debates 

and development organization. It is assumed to be a productive methodology of ensuring 

success to any kind of development projects through the concept of community 

empowerment and ownership. To realize its success, Pakistan government incorporated 

its philosophy in different development activities. Among such activities/projects forest 

department is the one which necessitated community participation to involve the local 

people irrespective of their class, cast and gender in promoting forest as well as ensuring 

forest conservation. Thus, to study the success and effectiveness of the concept of 

community involvement, this study was conducted in Districts Dir Upper, Swat, Chitral 

and Shangla of Malakand Division. To carry out this study, qualitative methodology was 

employed and tools of data collection, such as individual interviews, Focus Group 

Discussion (FGD) and participant observation, were used. The Data was collected from 

the Forest Department Staff, executive bodies‘ members of Joint Forest Management 

Committees (JFMCs), and general community (men and women). The data revealed that 

the concept of community participation was ineffective in forest management because the 

intervention neither reflected the idea of community ownership nor promoted the 

conservation of forests. Hence, the philosophy of community participation was found 

paralyzed by different socio-economic and political factors. Such factors are given below:  

Factors Influencing Community Participation in Forest Management   

Apart from the in-built deficiencies in forest department, socio-cultural, economic and 

political constraints also hindered the meaningful involvement of local communities in 

the protection and management of forest resources.  Socio-cultural conditions of a society 

provide a framework for its operational system. Therefore, if intervention 

strategies/approaches rightly reflect its socio-cultural conditions, they will be more 

productive in development process. Participatory approach was found infeasible, in this 

study, to ensure proper representation of different social groups such as women and 

economically underprivileged people due to the prevalent socio-cultural, economic and 

political factors in forest management. How these factors influenced the overall 

philosophy of community participation in forest management is analytically given below.  

Socio-cultural Factors Discouraging Women‘s Involvement in Joint Forest 

Management  

Community participation believes in the equal involvement of men and women in the 

management of forest resources. It holds that development programs must be gender 

sensitive, and women should be given proper representation in such programs. Realizing 

the importance of women in the effectiveness of development projects/activities, the 

donors around the world have associated their funding with the involvement and 

representation of women. In addition to other sectors, their inclusion/participation in 

forest conservation has also been intensely felt. In this respect their inclusion in Joint 

Forest Management Committees (JFMCs) is considered of immense importance and, 

likewise, required for the management and conservation of forest resources (Godbole, 
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2002). Majority of the marginalized segments/groups of forest dependent communities 

were observed fulfilling their basic needs from forest resources. Among them women 

were in close and direct interaction with forests for fulfilling their needs. They performed 

key role in forest related activities and shouldered more responsibilities (Das, 2011). 

Therefore, realizing their vulnerability and dependency on forest resources, participatory 

approach stressed upon the active participation and empowerment of women in decision 

making processes in forest related activities.  

Of course, their involvement in forest management has been found very much helpful in 

the development and conservation of degraded forests in different countries of the world. 

They did manage and monitor forest resources in Roviana and Solomon Islands more 

comprehensively, and countered illegal activities more efficiently by their active 

involvement in conservation activities (Aswani & Weiant, 2004). However, what this 

study found was the other way around. In this study the female staff members of forest 

department was not properly trained to mobilize local women and form their separate 

organizations. Albeit, combined organizations including both men and women are 

generally desired in participatory approach, however, such practice looked impossible 

due to the prevalent cultural restrictions. In addition to such restrictions on women, there 

was no policy provision in the department to reserve special seats for women in JFMCs.  

Women were observed having close relationship with forests. They visited forests on 

daily basis for collecting fuel wood and fodder. However, they were neither involved nor 

empowered in true sense in forest related decision-making. They cut trees and the male 

members of JFMCs could not stop them from such activities due to cultural restrictions. 

In this respect a sixty years old woman respondent in district Chitral in an individual 

interview held that:  

…most of the women in the village daily bring fuel-wood and fodder from 

forests in the morning time. Therefore, men are not allowed to visit forests at that 

time. Furthermore, due to socio-cultural and traditional setup, a man cannot stop 

a woman from illegal activities in forest. Even a stranger cannot talk to a woman 

except her close relatives. Such an action by a man can cause bloodshed between 

families and tribes. Therefore, men‘s endeavor to protect forest is ineffective in 

such a situation.  

Thus, the socio-cultural dynamics not only reinforced gender segregation but also 

discouraged any such action, besides other reasons, which could mainstream women 

effectively into such interventions. As far the available record in Divisional Forest 

Officers' offices is concerned, there was no woman member in any of the JFMC. They 

were not given representation in JFMCs on the ground that they were already 

overburdened by so many activities and that men did not want to assign them more 

responsibilities. This was elaborated by members of JFMCs in an FGD in district Chitral 

that 'women are already overburdened because they are responsible for cooking, washing, 
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fetching water, looking after the children and bringing fuel-wood and fodder from forests. 

Hence, involving them in forest management activities make them more overburdened'. 

Furthermore, women‘s participation in public organizations and their mixing with men 

was considered anti-cultural. Involvement of women in such activities was considered by 

the local people as the agenda of the West against the local/Pakhtun culture. This was 

explained by a member of JFMC in an individual interview in district Shangla that 

'women liberty and their working with men is a threat to our cultural values.  It is the 

agenda of the West to destroy our cultural values and traditions by involving them in 

such organizations and giving them liberty like Western women.' Therefore, women were 

given representation in some developmental projects as a condition of the donors but they 

were not practically involved and empowered in decision making. Furthermore, their so-

called presence in documents could not serve the purpose (Ahmed & Cubbage, 2003). 

They played no role in such programs and most of the decisions were found taken by men 

exclusively. The reason behind such practice was that Malakand division is patriarchal in 

nature and women are confined to the household activities only (see Moheyuddin, 2005).  

Almost all of the economic activities revolved around men and women were mostly 

involved in unpaid activities. They were observed deprived in even claiming their due 

share in property and sale of forest products. Hence, such socio-cultural dynamics are 

responsible for the disempowerment of women and their lower status in society (Kabeer 

& Subrahmanian, 1996). The same was also found by Agarwal (2001) in his study 

wherein women's exclusion from JFMCs and their disempowerment badly affected the 

institutional efficiency. It would not be out of place here to mention that the real 

involvement and empowerment of women in such activities is closely associated with the 

level of their awareness. Awareness among community groups especially among poor 

and women increase their confidence to take part in social activities.  

Participation in forest management handicapped their empowerment and likewise 

paralyzed the theory of community participation. In addition, strict observance of Purda 

(veiling) for women was indispensable and their co-working with men at any forum was 

not allowed. They held no membership in JFMCs and were not permitted to participate in 

any decision-making process. A woman in an individual interview in district Chitral, 

while explaining women‘s status in local culture, held that:        

…women participation, empowerment and their co-working with men is not 

allowed in our culture. There is a famous Pashto proverb which governs women 

in our society, 'Khaza ya da kor da ya da gor da' (it means that a woman place is 

either her home (while she is alive) or grave (when she dies). 

Furthermore, this must be noted that mere the presence and participation of women is not 

enough in a male dominant society. They are supposed to be given an important role in 

the affairs of forests; however, unfortunately, they did not have any representation, as 

required, in community organizations (JFMCs) responsible for the protection and 

conservation of forest resources. Realizing the ineffectiveness of the male dominated 
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Forest Protection Committees and to cover this deficiency and ensure forest conservation 

the district government of Bankura, West Bengal formed 'Women Forest Protection 

Committees' which proved more successful and effective in the conservation of forest 

resources (Raju, 1997; Godbole, 2002).  

Lack of Community Mobilization and Awareness  

Community participation, as referred above, intends to involve local people especially the 

poor and marginalized in forest management. However, it is not easy to decide the 

criteria for their inclusion and exclusion in forest management. Moreover, participatory 

approach relies on the mobilization and organization of local community for ensuring 

their active involvement in forest conservation and management activities. Nonetheless, 

this study did not see any such process intended to do the needful. The local communities 

were found unaware about the concept of JFMCs as well as the process of its 

constitutions and its functioning. It was observed that the two key stakeholders i.e. Forest 

Department and forest owners were not willing/interested to mobilize and organize the 

general community and involve the disadvantaged groups in the management of forest 

resources. It was explained by non-concessionists in an FGD in district Shangla that: 

…we do not know about JFMC as the Forest Department never visited this 

village for forming such organizations. The forest department employees along 

with forest owners come here for marking trees when the harvesting activities are 

started. 

Furthermore, majority of the forest communities were illiterate especially the 

marginalized segments of these communities. There were no schools especially for girls 

in the area and due to extreme poverty they (poor people) could not send their children to 

far away schools. These marginalized groups were unaware about the ecological and 

environmental benefits of forests and, therefore, they focused only on the economic 

aspect of forest. The reasons responsible for low literacy rate in the area was explained by 

a male member in an individual interview in district Swat that: 

…one reason for low literacy rate is the less number and far-away schools 

especially for girls. The parents are not sending their children to the schools 

situated in far-flung areas. Poverty is another reason as children helps their elders 

in rearing the livestock and working in agriculture fields. Therefore, they cannot 

go to school.   

The nomadic/seasonal migration of the people of the area was also responsible for the 

low literacy rate in such communities. This was explained by a community member in an 

individual interview in district Swat that: 

…a majority of the people leads nomadic life. In the winter season, they migrate 

to the plain areas for the better prospects of fodder for their livestock and to 
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protect them from the extreme cold. Due to this seasonal migration, their children 

remain uneducated from generation to generation. 

Owing to the low literacy rate, the joint forest management or community participation in 

the study area could not produce the desired results and most of the local people  even the 

JFMCs executive body members were found unaware not only of their rights and duties 

but  also of the existence of JFMCs/participatory approach in forest management. The 

general body members were completely strangers to this idea; they never participated in 

such activities like the election and selection of the executive body members. Even 

realizing the importance of awareness in determining the success or failure of any project, 

the Mexican government incorporated much stress in its policy upon the awareness of 

local communities that proved effective and successful in involving and empowering 

such communities (World Bank, 2009).  

Ownership and Land Tenure System Issues  

The implementation of top-down/exclusionary approach in forest management is 

believed to have resulted in lack of sense of ownership in local people. Therefore, 

participatory approach was adopted with the intention that the inclusion and 

empowerment of local people in forest management would promote a sense of ownership 

among them (Eilola et al., 2015) and that they would be able to protect forest resources 

from the outsiders (Aswani & Weiant 2004; Pretty & Smith, 2004; Ban et al., 2009). 

Hoble and Shah (1996) urge that ownership rights and secure tenure system are the 

foundation for sustainable use of forest resources and without such arrangements joint 

forest management is not only meaningless but also dangerous. Theoretically, the forest 

department upheld the overall philosophy of participation in its stated policy, however, 

the on-the-ground picture remained infeasible. In practice the sense of ownership as 

envisioned by the department was not found realized. It was found in the study that 

participatory approach in forest management and conservation could not produce the 

desired results as the local people (forest owners) tried their best to exploit forest 

resources as soon as possible because they feared that the government could withdraw the 

extended concession any time. Thus, the absence of secure tenure system and clear 

ownership rights further endangered the existing meager forest resources. The same has 

also been reinforced by Nayak (2012) who pointed out in his study that unclear and 

unsecured tenure system creates confusions and uncertainties among the local users and 

as such long term planning and ecological benefits are not possible. Similarly, Pagdee et 

al., (2006) in their study recommend that a secure tenure system and clear ownership 

rights are necessary for the successful management of forest resources.  

Disparity in Benefits Sharing Strategy 

Community participation believes in equal participation and representation of all 

stakeholders including the vulnerable and marginalized people. However, what was 

found in this study was totally different. In practice JFMCs were found constituted in 
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such a way that they did not ensure the representation of such groups in such community 

organizations. According to Warner (2000), the inclusion and empowerment of such 

disadvantaged groups is the mandate of participatory approach. In contrast to this, the 

study conducted by Kumar (2002) verifies that such community organizations empower 

certain groups because of their structural and instructional deficiencies. Equal or 

equitable distribution of the benefits from the forest resources guarantees interest of all 

segment/user groups to participate actively in forest management and conservation 

activities. Those who receive no or less benefits not only lose their interest but also stand 

against such efforts. That is why an equitable benefits sharing is not possible in such 

circumstance, and variation in benefits from such community organizations differ from group 

to group (Kumar, 2002). The same situation was also found in the study area where the 

elites (forest owners) were over represented on the forum of JFMCs while the poor and 

women were excluded. They (poor and women) only had the right/privilege to become 

members of the executive body in such organizations. It was noticed that 60 percent or in 

some places 80 percent share in sale proceeds from forest products was distributed 

among the male members of the forest owners and no single penny was spent on 

collective welfare and developmental activities. Furthermore, women from the forest 

owners‘ families received no share in the sale proceeds from the forest. Contrary to this, 

Agarwal (2001) found in his study that usually such amount was utilized for collective 

welfare and development of the community. Focusing on the gender issues further, he 

acknowledged that women‘s projects of preference, their needs and interests were not 

taken into consideration. Similarly, the elites, in the study area, received more advantages 

from the joint forest management programs and the poor and disadvantaged groups 

benefited less in terms of economic gains than the elite class. In Nepal, for example, the 

implementation and extension of participatory forestry failed to contribute to the 

livelihood of poor people. Furthermore, participatory approach was found causing the 

exclusion and further deprivation of the poor and disadvantaged groups. It empowered 

and strengthened the elites and disempowered the poor (Malla et al., 2003).  

This negatively affected the benefits of non-member groups in the forest resources and 

further increased their vulnerability. The elites (forest owners) lived in the settled areas, 

far away from forests, while the poor mostly gojar
§
 lived in forests‘ peripheries. Hence, 

excluding the poor created a sense of deprivation among them which further resulted into 

their involvement in illegal cutting of trees or in other words depleting forest resources. 

The same phenomenon has also been verified by Umar and Vedeld (2012) in their study 

wherein affluent people benefited more from JFMCs as compared to the poor. 

Participatory forest conservation disregarded the power relations among different groups 

of the target community that diluted the realization of participatory management and its 

outcomes. They further stated that it not only failed to improve forest management and 

conservation but, in most places, it caused the degradation of such resources as well. In 

                                                      
§
 A tribe keeping animals as their occupation and main source of their livelihood.   
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such a situation where the benefits of forest are not equally distributed, the affected 

people develop hostile behavior against the resources that further promote degradation.  

Role of Poverty in Influencing Community Participation  

Community participation intends to involve all segments/stakeholders of local 

community irrespective of their status and social background in the 

development/conservation process. It, particularly, focuses on the involvement and 

empowerment of vulnerable and marginalized segments of the community.  However, it 

was not found as is reflected in theory. The Poor people were deliberately excluded by 

the elites (forest-owners) from the forest management activities. They were so much poor 

that they could not afford to participate in such activities. Majority of the community 

people, in the study area, were poor and were always busy to work for their survival. 

Their utmost concern was their survival only. It was observed that the non-concessionists 

led poor and pathetic life and could hardly meet their basic needs. The same was 

explained by a man in an individual interview in district Dir Upper while working in the 

agriculture field that ‗I am a poor man, working on daily basis. If I do not work, who will 

earn for us? I have no economic benefit from forest. I cannot spare time to participate in 

forest management activities.‘ This was further explicated by male members from the 

local community in an FGD in district Swat that they had no financial/economic benefits 

from forests. They were in dire need of their survival and, hence, could not afford to 

participate in such activities without any incentive/wage. the same situation was not only 

confined to the study area but was also found in Nepal wherein the involvement of all 

users groups were institutionalized by the government in forest management irrespective 

of their socio-economic status. However, the poor marginalized withdrew their 

membership, after sometime, because the cost of their participation in forest management 

and protection was higher than the gains/benefits from forests. As a result, the inclusion 

and involvement of local people in forest conservation became a challenge for the 

government (Gauli and Rishi, 2004). On this basis, the provision of incentives for the 

participants is justified. The same situation was found in the study area as well. The poor 

people participated in forest management and conservation activities when they were 

given incentives in the donor driven project in forest sector. They lost their interest in 

such activities when such incentives were withdrawn. The forest department staff and the 

forest owners also complained against the poor that they were not ready to participate and 

attend the meetings without incentives/compensation. Apart from the above reasons, the 

voice of poor and marginalized people who were mostly dependent on Non-Timber 

Forest Products (NTFs) in their daily lives was never heard in decision-making. The same 

was endorsed by Gauli and Rishi (2004) that when all the decisions are taken by the elites 

it results in the oppression of poor people by the elites. 

Issues in Empowering the Poor and Marginalized Sections of Society 

Community participation believes in involving and empowering local communities in the 

management of forest resources and giving representation to all stakeholders. However, 
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the most challenging task is to decide who will be included or excluded from the process. 

Its claims to ensure the involvement and empowerment of the powerless as putting the 

last first by Chamber (1983) is not so simple, especially, in a heterogeneous community 

where different vested interest groups exist. The elites and influential people of the 

locality always struggle to maintain their dominance. Therefore, it was found that 

implementing participatory approach in forest management required a lengthy process of 

community mobilization and organization. Forming JFMCs required to consider the 

historical, cultural and geographical links of the users with forest, otherwise, it would 

cause conflicts and disputes among different segments of community. Such conflicts 

always caused further degradation of forest resources instead of their protection and 

conservation (Nayak, 2004). 

Participatory approach believes in involving and empowering the poor and vulnerable in 

decisions pertaining to forest management. However, their involvement and 

empowerment is not so simple because the elites of the locality always struggle to 

maintain their dominance in such organizations. The implementation process of 

participatory approach in forest management was influenced by political interference and 

pressure. Fair elections were not held; rather, selection was carried out to organize 

JFMCs. The political leaders/elites pressurized the Forest Department staff to form 

JFMCs consisting only of their supporters. Most of the forests were disputed or were not 

in the place of such recommended groups. A Senior District Forest Officer in an 

individual interview in district Shangla explained that 'one of the Members of Provincial 

Assembly (MPAs) called for organizing a JFMC by selecting his own supporters in a 

forest area which was disputed'. Therefore, it was observed that the elites benefited more 

from the forest resources because the poor were not given representation in JFMCs.  

Lack of Trust among Different Stakeholder 

The prime reason for the adoption of participatory approach in forest management is to 

build trust and cooperative working relations among different stakeholders especially 

between the forest department and local community. Such relationships are based on 

mutual consensus and respect for one another, and are not based on draconian 

enforcement like centralized top-down approach as suggested by Lane (2001) and Mascia 

(2003).  Hence, to create an environment of mutual trust and working relationship 

between forest department and local people, the government of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa 

adopted/implemented participatory approach for the conservation of its forest resources. 

However, it was found that such participatory approach could not create cooperative and 

working relationship among different stakeholders, because local community was not 

properly mobilized and organized for this purpose. As a result, it caused mistrust and 

conflicts not only between government (Forest Department) and local community but 

also among different segments (elites and poor) of the community. Therefore, forest 

depletion increased after the involvement of local communities in forest management and 

conservation in the study area because the elites considered that they were declared as 

concessionists instead of real owners of forests. Under the JFM agreement the 
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government was the owner of forest resources and local people were declared as 

concessionists. The government had the right to withdraw such concession at any time 

without any reason. Such a policy created a sense of mistrust and local communities 

thought it a planned conspiracy against them. As a result, they tried their best to exploit 

forest resources before the government withdrew such concession. Similarly, the poor 

who were residing in forest vicinity were excluded from forest management and caused 

conflict between the elites and them. As a result, they increased the illegal cutting of trees 

as revenge. 

Conclusion 

The concept of community participation and empowerment looks a promising theory, 

however, it does not realize the diversity and socio-cultural, economic and political 

dynamics that determine the different construction and composition of social structures. 

Its feasibly depends on certain required socio-cultural features which guarantee 

egalitarian structure, socio-economic and gender equality. Such factors, besides others, 

bring about different results. Hence, to realize the philosophy of community participation 

in true sense, the socio-cultural, economic and political factors must be studied and 

analyzed so that a practicable approach is ensured. 
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