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ills are getting their forests
back andturning greenagain. Asl|
looked at thehillsaround Kathman-
duonarecentvisit, thevegetati o_ngp—
peared fresher and denser thanitdid
whenl lastvisitedthedity nineyears
ago. Eventhevalley'snotoriousdust
haze couldn't diminishthefact.

The storﬁ of thistransformation
hasn't beenknown and appreciated
much outside Nepd, but it'san ex-
cellent example of what can be
achievedwhen governmental effort
meetswithpopular enthusiasmand

of Sindhupalchowkincentral Nepdl.
With support fromtheWorld Bank,
the district forest officer (DFO)
called panchayat members to a
meeting, explained what the gov-
ernment had inmind, formed avil-
lagers committeeand gaveit afor-
est areawith full authority to man-
age, protect and usethe areato its
best advantage. Thevillagerscould-
n't be happier and embraced the
project with great enthusiasm.

ThuscameintobeingNepd'sfirst
forest user Eroup (FUG), setti nfg a
modd thattherest of thecountry fal-
lowed. Thousandsof FUGssoonap-
peared on the sceneto replant de-
nudedhillsidesandterai plains, en-
rich degraded forest areaswith new
planti r]ﬂs and protect forests that
weredtill stlanding.

Under the 1993 Act, DFOshave
tovalidatetheuser groups. Howev-

isaclear proof that evenseriousen-  er, oncethey areformedanddlotted
vironmental ¢ cenbereversed  portionsof foreststolook &fter, these
if theactioninvolvesand emanates  groups aretreated asindependent
from the community. corﬁ)oratebodiesTheydeu dewhat
Nepd'sforestshavedwaysbeen  toplantandwhattoharvestandhow
under stress. With over 70 per cent  besttosall theirforest products. They
of thepeopledependingonwoodfor - set up their ownfunds. If any mon-
their energy needs, itcouldn'tbeoth- ey isleft over, they can spend it on
ewise. Butthededlinehadbeenpar-  projectslikevillageroads, bridges,
ticularly rapid community
since1957,when buildings and
the government schools. Many
nationalised all FUGshaveeven
forests  and establishedcred-
broughtthemun- itschemestogive
deritsdirect con- grantsorlow-in-
trol. Immediate- terest loans to
ly, thingsbegan needy villagers.
tofdl apart. The Atlast count,
government be- over13000RUGs
came aéw advclar— ar% aready up
sary and people, an running
denied their tra- aroundthecour-
ditional rightsto try, involving 15
forest resources, million house-
wreaked their holds and man-
vengeancebyin- aging107million
discriminately hectaresof com-
cutting down munity forests.
trees. And the  Thegovernment has '(I)'fhart]SZSpercmt
rampant  de- \illi the country's
nudeFt)ionthatfd— willingly aq;epted therole population and
lowed led in- of afacilitator, thus nearly 16per cent
evitably towide- -, of its total land
readerosonof rewritingthe forest areaandtheproj-
the ground soil i ectshowsnosign
onthehills cas- scenario of a country of dowingdown.
mg(;jflasfh floods that has long been lglae_w FUst aéS
an requent ng form
Iendslid&gq regarded as a an average of
Thegovern-  environmentally fragile — twoadsy.
ment, however, Will Nepal get



made amends before things could
gobeyond repair and movedtoright
what patently was awrong policy.
Prompted by international Tunding
agencies and non-government or-
ganisations (NGOs), it aland-
mark forest Act in 1993 that fully
"democratised" themanagement of
forests and brought forest commu-
nitiesonceagaintothefore, Itisthey
who now havetheresponsibility of
establishing and managing com-
munity forestsin open and degrad-
edareas, itistheywhoprotectthem;
anditistheywhosdl| their products
and retain their profits.
~ Sowly, thelost senseof belong-
ingisreturningto forest communi-
tiesall over Nepa and anew sense
of empowerment is beginning to
spreadthroughitsvillages. Thegov-
ernment haswllllngl)(]accept dthe
role of afacilitator, thus rewriting
theforest scenario of acountry that
haslongbeenregarded as environ-
mentaly fragile.

It dl began as an experiment in
onevillagepanchayatinthedigtrict
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back dl theforestsit has lost? Per-
hapsnot. Theforest cover now stands
at no morethan 29 per cent of the
country'stotd landareaagaing some
45 per cent back intheearly 1960s.
But therate of forest decline, which
used to be 14 per cent during the
1970sand 1 hascomedownto
lessthan7 per cent, thankstothecom-
munity forestry programme.

Istheprogrammehepingtore-
ducethe acute poverty that afflicts
Nepal ? It's difficult to say. Butit's
certainly the best thing that could
have happenedtothe country. Be-
cause of the programme, commu-
nitieshavebeguntobeempowered;
government policies and attitudes
arechanging; social capital iscre-
ated inthe form of roads, schools
and health centres; and FUGs al-
ready have abal ance of about 100
million rupeesintheir kitty — an
amount dmost equa tothegovern-
ment'sannual forestry development
budget for the digtricts. It'simpos-
sblethat dl thiswon't haveany im-
pact on people'slives.



