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ABSTRACT 
 

The dilemma of how to manage common-pool resources to become both sustainable and 

contribute to the livelihood of individuals, for whom the resource is a necessity, has been 

widely discussed in academia. The experience of state and private intervention indicated that 

neither has been particular successful, and Nepal was one of the first countries in Asia to 

realise the limitations of unilaterally managing public lands through government agencies, 

and started a process to hand over the control of national forest to rural self-governing 

communities. 

     The concept of community forest management emerged almost twenty-five years ago, and 

has since then addressed the linkage between forestry, rural people and environmental 

sustainability. Rural people in Nepal still has high levels of dependence on forest products and 

well-anchored traditions of self sufficiency and community forestry has proved to be 

successful in addressing the livelihood needs of rural people and keep the forests in a 

sustainable way. 

     The purpose of this study is to explore how poor rural people can craft and sustain 

institutional arrangements for the management of a communal resource to enhance their 

livelihood. To achieve this purpose, I conducted a case study of the Sundari Community 

Forest User Group (CFUG) in the Nawalparasi district, in southern Nepal. I investigated to 

what extent the Sundari CFUG has succeeded to establish an institutional framework for 

sustainable use of the forest held in common 

     My main findings indicate that Sundari CFUG fulfils a large share of what characterise 

long enduring self-governing common-pool resource systems. However, despite the 

ambitiously crafted institutional arrangement there are discrepancies between official 

regulations and how these are put into practice, an aspect that may aggravate future 

development of the system. 
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SAMMANFATTNING 
 

Dilemmat hur man ska förvalta gemensamma resurspooler, så att de både förblir hållbara och 

bidrar till livsuppehället för individer beroende av dem, har länge diskuterats i den 

akademiska världen. Erfarenheterna från statlig och privat inblandning har inte alltid varit helt 

lyckade, och ett mer lyckat alternativ för hållbarhet över tiden kan vara decentraliserade 

institutionella arrangemang för självstyrande samhällen. 

     Nepal var ett av de första länderna i Asien att inse begränsningarna med ensidigt statligt 

förvaltande av allmänna naturresurser, och inledde en process där målet var att överlämna 

ansvaret för landets skogar till rurala samhällen. 

     Iden med ”community forestry” är idag nästan 25 år gammal och har sedan starten berört 

kopplingen mellan skogsbruk, rurala samhällen och ekologisk hållbarhet. En stor andel av 

Nepals invånare är i hög grad beroende av skogsprodukter och är av tradition 

självförsörjande. I detta fall har ”community forestry” varit en lyckad förvaltningsform då den 

skapat en ekologisk hållbarhet som gör att rurala samhällen klarar behovet av skogsprodukter. 

     Syftet med den här uppsatsen var att undersöka hur fattiga jordbrukssamhällen kan bygga 

och bibehålla institutionella arrangemang för förvaltning av gemensamma egendomar, så att 

de förbättrar deras livsuppehälle. För att uppnå detta syfte genomförde jag en fallstudie av byn 

Sundari i södra Nepal. Jag undersökte till vilken grad deras “community forest” lyckats skapa 

ett institutionellt ramverk för hållbarhet av den skog de gemensamt förvaltar. 

     Studien visar på att Sundari Community Forest uppfyller en stor del av vad som 

karakteriserar hållbara självstyrande gemensamma resurssystem. Trots det välutvecklade 

institutionella ramverket finns det skillnader mellan de officiella reglerna och hur det fungerar 

i praktiken, något som kan vara en förhindrande omständighet när systemet utvecklas. 
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ABBREVIATIONS 
 

CF   Community Forest 

CFUC   Community Forest User Committee 

CFUG   Community Forest User Group 

CPR   Common-Pool Resource 

DFO   District Forest Office 

NGO   Non Governmental Organization 

VDC   Village Development Committee 
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1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter presents the concept of community forests and its importance for livelihood and 

environmental sustainability, and a background of the research area. Further follows a 

problem discussion and the purpose and research questions of the study. The chapter ends 

with a disposition of the thesis. 

 

1.1 Community management of forests 

Forests and forest products have almost everywhere formed part of rural livelihood systems. 

Historically, they have been important to local people in two main situations, which often 

overlap each other. To begin with, forests formed part of broader livelihood systems based on 

rotational agriculture, with periods of cultivation alternating with longer periods of forest 

fallow. Secondly, rural households filled gaps in the material and income flows from their 

farming resources by utilize nearby areas of forest. 

     As long as forest resources were abundant and unregulated “open access” use was likely to 

prevail. However, as populations and economies grew, pressures on the resource increased, 

and some form of control over rights of access and use was usually imposed. Many such 

systems of control incorporated at least a measure of local management by the user 

community (Arnold 2001: 4-9). 

     The willingness and ability of people to become involved in the management of a forest is 

evidently linked to the nature and extent of their needs for forest products, and to their access 

to the resource. The incentive for those who are dependent on forest outputs (in the sense that 

they would suffer a decline in livelihood standards if they no longer had access to them) is 

likely to be greater than for those for whom these products are just one of several equivalent 

options from which they can choose (Salim & Ullsten 1999: 84). 

     The concept of community forest (CF) management emerged almost twenty-five years 

ago, and has since then addressed the linkage between forestry, rural people and 

environmental sustainability. Many countries are still at an early stage in the process of 

developing and introduce community forestry. In others, community forestry has become 

central to the way forest resources are managed (Arnold 2001: 112). 

     The experience of some of the longer-established and more flexible of these community 

forestry initiatives has been encouraging. It has become clear that, in the right circumstances, 
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local or joint control can result in increased flow of products and other benefits to local users, 

and can bring about an improvement in the condition of the resource.    

     Community forestry is part of the overall process of adapting forest management to make 

it more responsive and relevant to the needs and interests of rural people, for whom the forest 

is a daily necessity (Arnold 2001: 2).  

 

1.1.1 Environmental sustainability 

Forests cover about one third of the earth's surface and support much of the world's 

biodiversity and an estimated half of the world's species are found in forested areas. Forests 

also provide critical ecosystem services by replenishing oxygen in the atmosphere, reducing 

erosion and storing carbon among many other things (Food and Agriculture Organization of 

the United Nations 2007: 77-80). In addition, forests are one of the world's most important 

renewable natural resources, supplying timber products for fuel, building materials, paper, as 

well as non timber forest products like fruit, rubber and coffee (Subedi 2006: 68-75) . It is not 

difficult to realize that deforestation can have numerous environmental impacts. 

     Community forest is not only a process that should contribute to the livelihood of rural 

people, equal important is to conserve the biodiversity. As conserving global values of forests, 

such as biodiversity and carbon sequestration, continue to be high on the agenda the linkage 

between community forestry and sustainability gets even more attention (Subedi 2006: 104). 

     The aim for community forestry to be part of a sustainable solution for our environment 

elucidates the problem to even define what a sustainable use is. This is a crucial aspect for 

policy makers that advocates different solutions to environmental problems, and therefore 

affects in what way community forestry as a concept and a phenomena is developed, and its 

abilities to address the socioeconomic aspects to which it is closely linked. 

     Salim and Ullsten (1999: 81) discuss different perspectives about sustainable forest 

management that has emerged since the 1992 Rio Earth Summit, and that has been widely 

used by policy advocates. The most frequent of these views is the one of a production of 

continuous flow of desired forest products, without loss in inherent productivity. 

     Costanza et al (2001: 5-7) argues, in a similar way, that the most common way to define 

sustainability is the assumption that particular actions taken today will lead to sustainability, 

e.g. keeping harvest rates of a resource system below rates of natural renewal should lead to a 

sustainable extraction system. However, this is an assumption that Constanza rejects as he 

argues that this is not a definition, but a predication. The sustainability of a system can only 
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be known after sufficient time. He continues to argue that lack of knowledge about 

environmental sustainability should make us suspicious of predications, especially if they are 

thought of as definitions. As an alternative he suggests that a sustainable system should be 

defined as a “renewable system that survives for some specified (not-infinite) time” (Costanza 

et al 2001: 6). 

     Another aspect of the sustainability question is, as Landon (1998: 6-7) points out, that 

conventional approaches to the issue of sustainability do not understand that poor and rural 

people may experience their own environmental problems, which need to be addressed 

separately from environmental policies seeking to satisfy concerns about global values. 

     As seen above the forest is both important as a resource for improved livelihood among 

poor and rural people, and a vital part of the global environment. It is important to match 

ecosystems and governance systems to maximize the compatibility between these two types. 

The adaptability of community forestry is a possible way to cope with the problem of how to 

exactly define sustainable management, and at the same time address local environmental 

problems of rural people. Community forestry should not be interpreted as a separate form of 

forestry, but as part of the process whereby forestry is being reformed in line with broader 

societal, economic and environmental changes. 

 

1.1.2 Community forestry in Nepal 

The CFs in Nepal is an unusually strong system, well backed by legislation; in an area that 

still have high levels of dependence on forest products and well-anchored traditions of self 

sufficiency. Historically forests were controlled under various forms of tenure, some feudal, 

some State-governed and some communal. As a result of the overthrow of the feudal system 

in the 1950s, the forests of feudal owners were brought under the control of the State. In 1978, 

the government passed legislation enabling substantial amounts of public forest land to be 

handed over to local communities to manage, in recognition of the practical difficulties of 

managing the country’s dispersed and increasingly degraded forest resources through the 

forest department. Local management was to be achieved through the panchayats, the lowest 

level of political and administrative organization, which would enter into agreements with the 

government to manage local areas under agreed forest management plans. 

     Initially, progress was slow. Villagers were suspicious that it was just another way to 

abolish their customary rights. Procedures were cumbersome, and panchayats usually proved 

to be unsuitable bodies for undertaking local forest management, as the areas they 
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administered seldom coincided with boundaries of the forest users. Though forest 

management committees were formed, they rarely functioned as representative discussion and 

decision-making bodies (Arnold 2001: 55-56). 

     In 1982 the king passed the Decentralization Act and responsibility for management began 

to be transferred to user groups. The basic needs of rural people was now a high priority and 

with the abolition of the panchayats system in 1990 even more authority were allowed to 

these groups, and the user group approach was given legal authority in the 1993 Forest Act. 

The ownership of the land remains with the state, but trees legally belong to the user groups. 

Management control rests solely with the users of the resource, who now develop their own 

operational plans, set the prices at which the produce is sold, and determine how surplus 

income is spent (Subedi 2006: 56 & 181-186). The system of tenure rights is similar to 

Individual Transferable Quotas in fisheries (except for the tradable part) that shift the 

responsibility for fisheries management onto quota owners, without giving away the property 

rights of the sea or lakes (Sen et al 2000: 5). 

     Up to this date more than 14,000 Community Forestry User Groups (CFUGs) have been 

formed to manage a total of 1,200,000 hectares of National forest (Internet 1). 

     However, issues still arise, both within user groups, between user groups and with the 

forest department. Concerns have been expressed about several issues: possible domination of 

user groups by local elites; the question of whether women are properly and effectively 

represented within groups; potential conflicts over responsibilities between user groups and 

the evolving system of local government bodies with overlapping mandates. Nevertheless, the 

Nepal experience is regarded as an encouraging example of increased democratic 

management in combination with sustainable use of the forest’s resources (Arnold 2001: 55-

56).  

 

1.2 The case study – Sundari Community Forest User Group 

Amarapuri Village Development Committee (VDC)1 and its surrounding areas were covered 

with dense forest until 1965 and were inhabited by indigenous groups like Tharus and Kumal. 

Around the mid 60s a resettlement program was initiated to settle landless people who 

migrated from Burma (now Myanmar) and also the landless people from within the country 

                                                 
1 VDC = Village Development Committee is a small regional entity. VDCs make districts and districts make 
Zones that is the largest regional entity of Nepal. VDCs have the authority to plan agriculture, education, 
irrigation, river control, physical development etc. 
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by establishing a village in the vicinity of the forest area. Unaware of the importance of forest 

in their subsistence livelihood villagers started an indiscriminate extension of their lands by 

increasing the felling of trees. This led to adverse effects on the environment and caused 

erosion, landslides and floods, the forest was also unable to meet the day to day needs 

produce required by the villagers. In the beginning of the 1980s, the concept of community 

forestry was gaining ground in different parts of the country. People in the area of the 

Amarapuri VDC started to understand the importance of forest for their livelihood and were 

determined to protect and conserve their forest by adopting the concept of community 

forestry. Hence, the Sundari Community Forest User Group (CFUG) was established in 1995 

due to the efforts of the villagers. The District Forest Office (DFO) registered and approved 

the constitution of the Sundari CFUG in 1996 (Forest Action 2006). 

     Sundari village is settled in the Nawalparasi district of Nepal and cover all of the nine 

wards2 of the Amarapuri VDC. The village consist of 1391 households and 12 000 villagers. 

Today Sundari village govern 384,753 hectares of forest that belonged to the government 

before the creation of the CFUG (Interview 39). 

 

 
Figure 1.1: Map of the Nawalparasi district and location of Sundari CFUG  

Source: Authors own construction 

 

                                                 
2 A ward is a part of one local council. A ward in Nepal is a political division and nine wards make up a VDC. 
3 384,75 hectares = 961,875 acres 
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1.3 Problem discussion 

A common-pool resource (CPR) refers to a source system that is either natural or man-made 

and is sufficiently large to make it costly to exclude other beneficiaries from obtaining 

benefits from it (Ostrom 1990: 30). In addition to the problem with excludability CPRs are 

characterized by the fact that there is rivalry between appropriators. This problem is often 

described as subtractability. An appropriation from the resource reduces the possible 

appropriation of other individuals, e.g. the fish that someone catches from a fishing lake can 

not be caught by a second fisherman (Buck 1984: 4). 

     It is essential to understand the difference between a resource system and the flow of 

resource units from the system. Under favourable conditions the variables of a resource 

system produce a maximum quantity of units without harming the stock of variables or the 

system itself (Ostrom 1990: 30). A basic dilemma with CPR systems is overuse, which often 

generates destruction of resource sustainability. Individuals who use the resource face the 

question of how large quantity of resource units to withdraw. If all appropriators are moderate 

in their use, the resource can continue to be sustainable and provide utility in the future. But 

that is the dilemma, if you are moderate in your appropriation when others are not the 

resource will collapse and you have lost your chance to receive your share of the resource 

(Dietz et al 2002: 3). In 1968 Garett Hardin described this problem as the tragedy of the 

commons: “Therein is the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system that compels him to 

increase his herd without limit - in a world that is limited” (Hardin 1968: 1244).  

     Throughout the years policy analysts have advocated both state control and privatization of 

the CPR systems as a solution to the described problem. The presumption that a central 

authority must have the responsibility or that individuals should pursue their own self-

interests, within a set of well designed property rights, assumes that if either recommendation 

is correct, the other cannot be. 

     Instead of presuming that individuals sharing a common-pool resource are incapable of 

extricate themselves from different types of dilemmas, experience show that collective efforts 

can overcome not only the basic dilemmas of scarce resources, but also some of the problems 

with privatization and state control. This insight has led to a shift towards more decentralized 

policy, not least in third world countries were policy is shifting in favour of local-level 

governance of CPRs (Feeny et al 1990: 4-11). These new opportunities emphasise the 

importance of affected individuals to establish a community were they can unify about a set of 

rules everyone can understand, accept and follow. In contrast to the state and private solution 
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this is not something easily accomplished and imposed at low cost by external authorities, but 

rather a difficult and time consuming process filled with conflicts. However, if the local 

control succeeds it can bring about a stable flow of products as well as an improved condition 

of the resource.    

 

1.3.1 Social capital and institutions 

The possibilities to solve the self-destructive opportunism that emerge from the above stated 

problems with collective assets depend on its broader social context. Robert Putnam argues 

that voluntarily cooperation is more easily obtained in societies that has inherit a large portion 

of social capital, which consists of norms for reciprocality and networks of societal-

engagement (Putnam 1996: 201 & 2001: 141-144) 

     In an attempt to develop the concept, Bo Rothstein (2003: 110-111) consides social capital 

as consisted of two dimensions; one qualitative and one quantitative. The qualitative part 

refers to the number of utilizable social contacts an individual maintain, the quantitative part 

stress the importance that these contacts are characterized by a high degree of confidence, or 

as Margaret Levi puts it: “Trust is, in fact, a holding word for a variety of phenomena that 

enable individuals to take risks in dealing with others, solve collective action problems, or act 

in ways that seem contrary to standard definitions of self-interest.” (Levi 2003: 78). 

    Further, James Coleman argues that social capital can be defined by its function. It is not a 

single entity but a variety of different entities, with two elements in common: they all consist 

of some aspect of social structures, and they facilitate certain actions of actors within a 

structure. Like physical capital and human capital, social capital is productive, and enables 

achievements of certain ends that in its absence would not be possible (Coleman 1998: 98). 

     One common denominator of all communities and societal contexts is the existence of 

norms; the informal set of rules that facilitate the interaction between individuals. Norms, 

when we are accustomed to them, provide security in situations where we make contact, trade, 

borrow money or start up new companies, i.e. they reduce the transaction costs (North 1990: 

16-20).  

     Coleman (1988: 104) argues that the norm that one should forgo self-interest and act in the 

interests of the collective constitutes an especially important form of social capital in 

collectivity. A norm of this sort is the social capital that builds the foundation of young 

societies, makes the development of new social movements easier and in general leads 
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persons to work for the public good, in order to overcome the public goods problem that 

exists in collectivities.  

     To achieve long term sustainability of resource systems it is crucial to devote time to 

strengthen these informal structures. That is to devote time in developing the informal 

institutional design. The concept of institution can be of two different types; informal and 

formal. The informal institutions are the norms of behaviour in a society discussed above, and 

the formal institutions are the written rules each person has to conform to. A good 

institutional design introduces formal rules with consideration to the local informal ones. 

     Elinor Ostrom takes the lessons from experiments of organizing farmers as an example. 

The results show that organizational blueprints does not change the insensitive and behaviour 

of the involved individuals. Instead the crafting of institutions is, and should be, an ongoing 

process were the direct involvement of the users ensure that development institutions are well 

matched to the particular physical, economic and cultural environment of each system 

(Ostrom 1992: 14).  

     Coleman (1988: 103) illustrates the importance of social capital to uphold an institution 

with the case of rotating-credit associations. These associations consist of a group of people 

were each person contribute to a central fund that is given to one of the members, until each 

of the n persons has received one payout. Without a high degree of trustworthiness between 

the members, the institution could not exist. A person who receives an early payout could 

leave the collaboration and subject the other members with a loss  

     To summarize this; social capital is something that emerges when individuals follow the 

informal rules we usually describes as norms. A social institution is the set of informal and 

formal rules that structure the relationship between individuals. It is easier to obtain well-

functioning institutions in a society with a high degree of social capital, and well-functioning 

institutions can be achieved with a proper institutional design that take account of the 

informal rules, i.e. impose rules that individuals accept and follow. It can therefore be argued 

that an applied institutional design is a form of social capital that give individuals incitement 

to strive against long-term sustainable values, and that social capital is created through 

changes in the relations between persons that facilitate action. 

     In the case of Sundari CFUG villagers live and work in a constrained area with limited 

influences from outside the village, they have shared the past, and expect to share the future. 

A situation like this creates an importance to maintain the reputation as a reliable member of 

the community, both for themselves and their children who are expected to inherit their land. 

In other words, there are norms to follow.  
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     The cultural traditions of the Nepali society are norms in themselves. The hereditary caste 

system and patriarchal culture creates a social stratification and impose social restrictions to 

different groups, religion and indigenous traditions creates social integration as well as social 

control. All these aspects affect the social capital and the foundation of institutions. 

Community forestry is an institutional design that benefits from these informal structures, and 

tries to develop them with formal rules. 

 

1.4 Purpose and research questions 

Despite the knowledge of the important factors mentioned above, the question of how to best 

organize a community of citizens to solve the problems of institutional supply, commitment 

and monitoring does not have a satisfying answer and is still considered a theoretical puzzle. 

The fact that some groups of individuals solve this puzzle, and others do not stress the point 

that further study of successful efforts to solve CPR problems address important issues related 

to the theory of collective action and the development of better policies. 

     The case of community forestry in Nepal is interesting since it has proven to be a 

successful form of tenure rights. The decentralization reform has recovered the previous 

degraded forest and improved the livelihood of rural communities, two things mutual 

interdependent. In addition, the history of Nepal with traditional top-down governance gives 

new insights on how to organize the management of CPRs in a society without previous 

experience of bottom-up approaches to collective efforts. 

     The purpose of this study is to explore how rural people might craft and sustain 

institutional arrangements in order to manage a CPR in a sustainable way so that the resource 

will continue to improve their livelihood. To accomplish the purpose I have chosen to conduct 

a case study of the Sundari CFUG located in the Nawalparasi district of southern Nepal. 

      

The following three research questions are investigated: 

 

RQ1: To what extent has the Sundari CFUG succeeded to establish an institutional 

arrangement for livelihood improvement and sustainable use of the CF? 

RQ2:  What are the reasons for the successful/non-successful institutional arrangement? 

RQ3:  What general lessons can be drawn from the case study? 
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1.5 Disposition 

The second chapter presents the theory related to the research questions. The third chapter 

explains and justifies the choice of methodology used to conduct the research. The fourth 

chapter encompasses the empirical findings from the case study. The fifth chapter combines 

the theory and empirical findings and presents the analysis. The final sixth chapter present the 

conclusions and lessons derived from the case study. 
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2 INSTITUTIONAL ARRANGEMENTS 

This chapter presents the design principles that characterize a robust and long-enduring 

common-pool system. 

2.1 Design principles 

In the case of Sundari CFUG and many other rural CPR settings the population has remained 

stable over a long period of time. These individuals live side by side and farm the same plot 

year after year and expect their children and grandchildren to inherit their land. Extensive 

norms have evolved in settings like these that define “proper” behaviour. According to 

Ostrom (1990: 88) many of these norms make it feasible for individuals to live in close 

interdependence without excessive conflict. The individuals’ long-term self-interest reinforces 

the acceptance of the norms of proper behaviour. These rules differ between various settings 

and are influenced by the characteristic of the physical world, the cultural views of the 

population as well as economic and political conditions. 

     Instead of turning to specific rules, theoretic and empiric research have tried to outline the 

basic principles that form the basis of sustainable resources governed by a collective. In 

Governing the commons Elinor Ostrom further describes the implementation of institutions 

through the design principles.  

 
By ‘design principle’ I mean an essential element or condition that helps to account for the success 

of these institutions in sustaining the CPRs and gaining the compliance of generation after 

generation of appropriators to the rules in use (Ostrom 1990: 90). 

 

Long-term institutional arrangements that manage the resource system in a sustainable way, 

and where the operational rules are modified through collective action based on the resource 

condition, are viewed as robust institutions. Institutional arrangements like these fulfil most 

of the following design principles: 

 

2.1.1 Design principle 1: Clearly defined boundaries 

As a first step in organizing for collective action it is important to define the boundaries of the 

CPR, and specifying those authorized to use it. If the boundaries of the resource and/or the 

specification of individuals who can use it remain uncertain, no one knows what is being 

managed or for whom. Clear boundaries make it possible to exclude outsiders and therefore 
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reduce the risk of efforts being reaped by those who do not contribute to the system. The 

presence of boundaries concerning who is allowed to appropriate from the CPR is the 

defining characteristic of “common-property” institutions in contrast to “open-access” 

institutions (Ostrom 1990: 91-92). 

 

2.1.2 Design principle 2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs 

Detailed rules for provision and appropriation should be designed to facilitate the 

perseverance and sustenance of the CPR system. All rules that have to be crafted concerning 

input and output of money, time, collective labour and material should have a balance 

between the input efforts and the output utility. There is no single universal set of rules; 

instead it is highly important that crafted rules to assign benefits and costs are adjusted to 

many of the unique features of each system (Ostrom 1990: 92). 

     Community based natural resource management comprise to concepts related to the 

proportional equivalence; equity and equality. Equity means that individuals receive a fair 

share, rather than an equal share. What is regarded as a fair share varies between different 

settings and cultures. There is always differences in the level of resources or benefits received 

by different stakeholders, for instance according to their effort or role in a resource 

management system. To obtain a proportional equivalence between benefits and costs it is 

crucial that individuals within a community based resource system perceive the distribution as 

fair, and this can be achieved through the concept of equity (Mahanty et al 2006: 2-5). 

 

2.1.3 Design principle 3: Collective-choice arrangement 

A major part of the individuals who are affected by the operational rules should be able to 

participate when these are modified. The system is better able to tailor the rules to local 

circumstances if this principle is used. If rules are crafted and modified by the individuals 

who directly interact with one another and the physical features of the system, the rules get 

higher legitimacy, and the incitement to violate rules are much higher if they are considered 

as imposed on, rather than crafted by the users themselves (Ostrom 1990: 93-94). 
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2.1.4 Design principle 4: Monitoring 

There is no guarantee that rules agreed upon will actually be followed, therefore it is a 

necessity with some kind of monitoring system to audit the physical condition of the CPR and 

the behaviour of the appropriators. The monitoring process can be handled by the users 

themselves or by an external authority; in either case it is important that monitors who audit 

the CPR are accountable to the appropriators (Ostrom 1990: 94). 

     Related to the monitoring of individuals is the official monitoring, which oversee the 

behaviour of the group that govern the community management. To maintain the reliance to a 

system were a representative group handles the running businesses, it is important that there is 

transparency regarding financial matters and other activities that affect the collective assets. 

 

2.1.5 Design principle 5: Graduated Sanctions 

Users who violate the operational rules face sanctions of different magnitude, from other 

users within the system or an individual appointed by the users. In robust CPR institutions the 

monitoring system is undertaken by the users themselves rather than an external authority. 

With graduated sanctions the initial sanction is usually very low; and might not even affect 

the relationship between costs and benefits. If the initial low sanction prevents further 

violations, it has succeeded to a low cost, which is required for its continuous functionality. If 

sanctions cause high costs they tend not to be carried out effectively, and therefore reduce the 

sustainability of the system (Ostrom 1990: 94-100 & Ostrom 2005: 266-267). 

 

2.1.6 Design principle 6: Conflict-resolution mechanism 

Users and their officials should have rapid access to low-cost local forums in order to resolve 

conflicts between appropriators and their officials. Without an adequate system to manage 

upcoming conflicts related to rules or/and their implementation the long-term management of 

the common resource is endangered. In many small-scale CPR systems the conflict resolution 

system is informal, and those who are selected as leaders also resolve conflicts. To avoid an 

elite ruled conflict resolution there may be a need for resolve some conflicts in a forum 

outside the local community (Ostrom 1990: 100).  

     CF management, as in other CPR systems, open up to conflicts that mainly relates to the 

tension of sharing the resource and its benefits. When a CF replace the state tenure, 

commonly perceived as an “open resource”, the new management brings major change in 
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access and control that can create tension. Along with the forest regeneration and creation of 

forest protection systems, changes in access rules and benefit-sharing arrangements create 

new relationships within the community that can lead to conflicts. Especially in the initial 

stages when there is little benefit-flow (Nayak 2003: 2-5 & 122-127). 

 

2.1.7 Design principle 7: Minimal recognition of rights to organize 

Appropriators of a resource will in course of time create appropriate rules tailored to the local 

circumstances. These are often crafted without formal governmental jurisdiction; therefore it 

is crucial that officials give at least minimal recognition to the legitimacy of such rules. If 

governmental officials presume themselves to be the only authority to devise the rules, it will 

be problematic to sustain a rule governed CPR for a longer period of time. That is, the right of 

users to craft their own institutions should not be challenged by external authorities (Ostrom 

1990: 101 & Ostrom 2005: 268-269). 

 

2.1.8 Design principle 8: Nested Enterprises 

To obtain an enduring and effective organization of a more complex common resource it 

should involve organization into several levels of nested enterprises. These enterprises or 

levels of organization, either horizontal or vertical, can create major efficiency gains and 

obtain economies of scale (Ostrom 1990: p 101-102). 

 

This chapter has presented the design principles that characterize long-enduring common-pool 

systems. These design principles are the main focus for the conducted case study, and to 

secure the quality standards of the gathered material it is important to follow certain 

methodological steps, these are presented in the next chapter. 
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3 METHODOLOGY 

The purpose of this chapter is to give sufficient information of the methodology I have chosen 

to enable for the reader to estimate the quality standards of the study. The chapter ends with 

the presentation of a conceptual framework that worked as a frame during the empirical 

gathering.  

 

3.1 Intention of research 

The most common classification of research purposes are the exploratory, descriptive and 

explanatory. The study can have more than one purpose and might change over time 

(Saunders et al 2000: 97) 

 

• Exploratory studies aims to seek insights and shed new light of contemporary 

phenomena and have the great advantage of being flexible and adaptable. The 

researcher must be prepared of change direction as data is gathered. This does not 

mean absence of direction, rather that the initially broad focus narrows along with the 

progress of research. 

• Descriptive research intends to accurately describe events and situations, and can be 

closely related to the exploratory studies. Often thought of as a means to an end rather 

than the end in itself. 

• Explanatory studies focus on situations or problems in order to explain the causal 

relationship between variables (Saunders et al 2000: 97-98) 

 

The purpose of this study is to explore the institutional arrangements of a CF in Nepal and is 

therefore exploratory. The study is also descriptive because the research questions are to 

describe the institutional arrangements. Finally, the study is also explanatory since the 

findings in the descriptive part are the foundation of the analysis of the institutional 

arrangement and explanation of how it relates to the sustainability of the resource and the 

livelihood of the Sundari CFUG members.. 
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3.2 Research approach 

There are two types of research approaches: qualitative and quantitative. A qualitative 

approach seeks a deeper understanding of factors and how individuals conceive their context. 

A qualitative research approach cannot generate statistical evidence based on probability 

sampling, but is able to provide a deeper insight of the research problem (Denscombe 1998: 

207-212). A quantitative approach is suitable for statistical methods that derive results based 

on numerical and standardised data. That is the quantitative method is a deductive approach 

with annexed norms and values of the natural science (Bryman 2001: 35 & Saunders et al 

2000: 380-381). 

     The purpose of this study is to provide a better understanding of the CF concept, and how 

the villagers coordinate and develop their institutional arrangements in order to improve their 

livelihood and manage the natural resource towards a sustainable development. The nature of 

the study made the qualitative approach the most suitable. 

 

3.3 Research strategy 

There are several different research strategies and the most common for social science are: 

experiments, surveys, archival data analysis, histories and case studies. Each is a different 

way of collecting and analyzing empirical evidence, following its own logic. A case study is 

the best choice of strategy when a “how” and “why” question is asked about a contemporary 

real life event, over which the investigator has little control (Yin 1994: 3-11). 

     This study does not require control of behavioural events and the aim is to collect and 

analyze new data from a contemporary event, and compare it to existing theories. The choice 

of strategy was therefore to conduct a case study research. 

 

3.4 Data collection method 

The main source of information in case studies come from documents, archival records, 

interviews, direct observations, participant observation and physical artefacts. The different 

sources are highly complementary and a good case study use the possibility of obtaining 

evidence from multiple sources (Yin 1994: 79-80).  

     This case study is based on four sources of evidence: direct observations, participant 

observation, interviews and documentation. The main empirical data consists of interviews 

conducted during the visits in the Sundari village. I used semi structured interviews to obtain 
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information about the institutional arrangements as well as the individuals’ personal 

experience of certain events. Further information was gathered through observations at 

meetings and dinners with members and leaders of the CFUG. Documentation such as official 

village documents, regulations from the government of Nepal and previously written reports 

concerning CF were used as background and additional information thereby increasing the 

validity.  

 

3.5 Sample selection 

Sampling techniques provide a range of methods to reduce the amount of data that is 

necessary to collect by considering only data from sub-group rather than all possible cases or 

elements. According to Saunders et al (2000: 152) there are two available sampling 

techniques: 

 

• Probability or representative sampling 

• Non- probability or judgemental sampling 

 
When using probability sampling the researcher know the probability of each case 

correspondence to the whole population. For non-probability samples, the probability of each 

sample correspondence to the total population is not known and it is therefore impossible to 

obtain answers to research questions that require statistical inferences about the characteristics 

of the population (Saunders et al (2000: 152). 

     Conducting a case study on CF in Nepal is believed to generate insights on implementation 

of local governed institutional arrangements in an environment without prior experience of 

bottom-up management. I researched the Sundari CFUG that is located in the Nawalparasi 

district, in the south of Nepal. Conducting a case study on the selected village is valuable due 

to the fact that the institutional arrangements have been developed for over a decade. 

     I conducted 38 interviews with regular users of the Sundari CF. The respondents were 

selected on the basis of their socioeconomic status, here the concept refer to a classification of 

villagers based on gender, wealth and caste belonging. In addition, one interview was 

conducted with the members of the governing committee. 
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3.6 Analysis of data 

According to Yin (1994: 102) the analysis of case study evidence is one of the least developed 

aspects of doing case studies. There are three general analytic strategies that help the 

investigator to complete the analytical phase of the research. 

 

• Relying on theoretical propositions: This is the most commonly used strategy and it 

suggests that theoretical orientation should guide the case study analysis. The original 

objectives and design of the case study are based on a theoretical orientation, which 

reflect the research questions. 

• Developing a case description: This approach suggests organizing the case study 

through a descriptive framework. This strategy is recommended when theoretical 

propositions are absent. 

• Considering rival explanations: A pattern-matching strategy that define and test rival 

explanations. It is useful as a complement to first strategy if the original theoretical 

propositions might have rival hypotheses (Yin 1994: 103-109). 

 

The concept of common-pool management has been subject for several studies and theorizing 

and I base my theoretical framework on extensive research. This study relies on theoretical 

propositions when analysing the case study evidence. 

 

3.7 Quality standards 

A good research design is supposed to reduce the possibility of getting false answers. To set 

up a successful design, attention was given to two basic research design principles; reliability 

and validity. 

 

3.7.1 Reliability 

Reliability refers to the stability of results derived from research. A good level of reliability 

means that a later investigator should derive the same conclusions if the study was conducted 

all over again, provided that the later investigator followed the exact same proceedings as the 

earlier investigator (Denscombe 1998: 240).  

     The use of different data collection methods increases the reliability, but each has its own 

inherent problem. According to Denscombe (1998: 156) the dependence on the “self” of the 
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researcher makes it exceedingly difficult to repeat a study. This problem is especially true for 

the participant and direct observations as a method of collecting data. The use of interviews 

produce data were consistency and objectivity is hard to achieve. The data collected are, to an 

extent, unique in the view of the specific context and individuals (Denscombe 1998: 137). 

     The thesis is organized in a way that any reader or researcher can retrieve the desired 

material and understand the procedures of my research. During the interviews an interview 

guide was used. The guide reflects the conceptualisation of theoretical propositions and 

research questions. All respondents were chosen before any interviews were conducted, and 

the interview with the governing committee was the concluding one. All respondents were 

chosen from different groups within the village to minimize the risk of bias based on gender, 

wealth or caste. 

 

3.7.2 Validity 

Validity means that data and the methods are “right”. In terms of research data validity refer 

to whether or not the data reflect the truth, reality and cover the crucial matters. In terms of 

the methods used to obtain the data, validity address the problem of measuring suitable 

indicators and if the results are accurate, in other words whether the findings are really what 

they appear to be and if research method measures what it is intend to measure (Denscombe 

1998: 241 & Saunders et al 2000: 101). 

     There are three commonly used tests to judge the validity of empirical social research; 

internal validity, external validity and construct validity. According to Yin (1994: 33) the 

internal validity test is intended for explanatory or causal studies rather than descriptive or 

exploratory studies. This study is primarily descriptive and therefore the internal validity is 

not a proper way to establish the quality of the design. The external validity test aims to 

establish the generalizability of a study’s findings. To improve the external validity the 

respondents were selected to reflect the whole society. Social restrictions and situation 

specific problems made it hard to interview all female participants that were selected initially. 

However, the number of interviews conducted gives a broad insight of how the system works, 

and this thesis draws general lessons from this community system that might have 

implications on similar systems. 
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3.7.3 Construct validity 

The construct validity test deals with the problem of “subjective” judgements, a common 

problem in case study research. According to Yin (1994: 34) the investigator must be sure to 

cover two basic steps to meet the test of construct validity: 

 

1. Select the specific types of phenomenon or changes that are to be studied, that is to 

state the specific area of interest in contrast to the original broader objectives. 

2. Demonstrate that the selected measures of these changes do indeed reflect the specific 

types of change that have been selected. The investigator has to justify that evidence 

are gathered from relevant data sources. 

 

The original broader objective is to study institutional arrangements in a CPR setting. The 

specific area of interest is the crafting of institutional arrangement in a societal environment 

were there are no previous, or very little, experience of bottom-up approaches to common-

pool management. The CFs in Nepal reflects this specific area of interest, the empirical data 

in this study is consequently gathered from a relevant source. 

     There are three tactics to increase construct validity. The use of multiple sources of 

evidence and establish a chain of evidence are two relevant steps during data collection. The 

third step is to let key informants review the draft report. 

     In the research I use interviews, documents and observations as evidence. Throughout the 

study references let the reader follow the derivation of any evidence and a lengthier version of 

used documents can be found in the appendix. Further the draft report was reviewed by the 

supervisor of this study. 

     A main source of evidence is interviews conducted in the Sundari village. To get a broad 

and accurate view of the institutional arrangement 38 interviews were conducted with regular 

users. The respondents were selected from different social groups, as well as from different 

areas of the village. To compare the personal view from users with the official one a lengthier 

interview was made with the governing committee. The interviews were conducted in Nepali 

and translated into English by a hired translator which increases the risk for 

misunderstandings. The translator was well known and recommended by Forest Action. An 

advantage with interviews as source of data is the direct contact. This means that data could 

be checked for accuracy and relevance as they were collected.  
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3.8 Framework for analysis 

The following established design principles was used to determine to what extent the Sundari 

CFUG fulfils the conditions of a long enduring self-governing CPR. This framework was the 

basis for the interview guide (see Appendix A). 

 

Design principle 1: Clearly defined boundaries 

- Boundaries of the area should be clearly defined 

- Boundaries of the users should be clearly defined 

 

Design principle 2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs  

- Appropriation and provision rules should be created to make input contributions 

equivalent to the benefits users receive. 

 

Design principle 3: Collective choice arrangements 

- Affected individuals should be involved in decision making that consern crafting and 

adjustments of rules. 

 

Design principle 4: Monitoring 

- Monitors who actively audit physical conditions and behaviour should be accountable 

to the users and/or are the users themselves. 

- To maintain confidence in the governing body, there should be transparency regarding 

financial aspects and use of community assets. 

 

Design principle 5: Graduated sanctions 

- Graduated sanctions should be used to counter violations of operational rules. 

- Sanctions should be implemented by the users themselves and/or by officials 

accountable to the users. 

 

Design principle 6: Conflict resolution mechanism 

- Users and their officials should have rapid access to low-cost local forums in order to 

resolve conflicts between appropriators and their officials. 

 

 

 21



Design principle 7: Minimal recognition of rights to organize 

- The rights of users to devise their own institutions should not be challenged by 

external governmental authorities. 

 

Design principle 8: Nested enterprises 

- Governance activities should be organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises. 

- Several different scales, both small and large, should emerge within the organization 

to generate a sustainable system that can rely on internal resources. 

- If the seventh design principle holds, the organization should be nested in externally 

organized political jurisdictions. 
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4 SUNDARI COMMUNITY FOREST USER GROUP 

This chapter will present the empirical data from the case study of the Sundari CFUG. 
 

4.1 The case study 

Since the formation of the CFUG there has been an ongoing process of crafting new 

institutional arrangements to manage the forest. Like many other long enduring CFs the 

efforts to manage the natural resource has started a process of social development within the 

CFUG. Today the institutional arrangements cover far more aspects than just to uphold the 

sustainability of the forest and its produce, and the CFUG is concerned with both the 

management of the forest and to develop the village in various ways.  

     There are more than 14,000 CFUGs in Nepal, and more are continuously being registered. 

Sundari CFUG represents those CFUGs that has been crafting own institutions for a longer 

time period, and still have a well-functioning running management of their natural resource. 

In that sense the case study represent the possible outcome of other CFUGs that struggle to 

overcome the initial problems to become a well-functioning community. Sundari is also 

cultural representative. Both Hinduism and Buddhism are major religions, and there are 

different groups of high and low-castes as well as indigenous groups. The geography of Nepal 

creates different biological conditions to different CFUGs, something that affect the 

possibilities of community forestry. Within a narrow width of 150-200 km, altitude rises from 

less than 100 m in the south to 8,848 m in the Himalayan ranges (Subedi 2006: 35-38). 

Sundari CFUG is biological representative for CFUGs in the mid-south of Nepal with sub-

tropical climate, but not for mountain CFUGs in the Nepal Himalaya. 

     The empirical finding from the case study will now be presented in accordance with the 

framework for analysis. 

      

4.1.1 Design principle 1: Clearly defined boundaries 

- Boundaries of the area, individuals and households included in the system 

The boundaries of Sundari CF are based on the 384.75 hectares of forest that was handed over 

from the government when the CF got legal status, and correspond to the political entity of the 

VDC. The forest is divided in five different blocks to make the management easier, and the 

forest areas that surround the Sundari CF belong to other CFs. The borders between these 

different forests have been decided through consensus between the different user groups and 
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the DFO. These borders are not marked out in any specific way, but are made up by natural or 

man-made geographical characteristics like rivers, roads and settlements. 

     The village itself consist of nine different wards and 13914 household with approximately 

12000 inhabitants. The forest and the village are both included in the institutional 

arrangement of the Sundari CF. In order to become a member of the Sundari CFUG you have 

to be settled within the Amarapuri VDC, and if you are not a member you are not allowed to 

enter or withdraw anything from the area managed by the Sundari CFUG. That is, the criteria 

for membership follow the political entity of the VDC. Some users mentioned that there are 

people who live outside the VDC, who are heavily dependent on the Sundari CF, and that 

these people use the forest without permission (Interview 9). During my interview with the 

community forest user committee (CFUC) I learned that membership had been given to some 

people in adjoining VDCs to address this problem (Interview 39). 

     Memberships are tied to households and when someone leaves one household to establish 

another, e.g. due to marriage, a new membership fee has to be paid. In a case like this the new 

household pay 110 Nrp5 in membership fee, but if a person moves in from outside the VDC 

the fee is set to 500 Nrp. The Amarapuri VDC also contains another two small CFs. These 

small areas of forest are managed by a few users that also are members of the Sundari CF. 

These CFs are not linked to the Sundari CF in any way regarding institutional arrangements, 

and do not concern the vast majority of the Sundari CF users. 

     During my interviews most users answered that they did not know the boundaries of the 

forest, and the reason for this is that they only use that part of the forest that is close to the 

village, i.e. the south border6. Though a majority of the interviewed users are not aware of the 

boundaries most of them know that those boundaries are of natural kind, i.e. rivers and roads. 

Only women as a group distinguish themselves from the other group variables. Of all users 

interviewed that said they had knowledge about the boundaries, only one was female. On the 

other hand there were male users who did not know about the boundaries as well. A part from 

this, there is no specific characteristic of the users with knowledge of boundaries that divides 

them from those without. 

     From the interviews it is also possible to draw the conclusion that users do not recognize 

all the users of the Sundari CFUG, and that is of course due to the fact that there are about 

12000 inhabitants, even if many of these are children. Most users answered on the other hand 

                                                 
4 The village population is growing; according to the Operational Plan the village had 1032 households in 2002. 
5 Approximately 11 SEK (The U.S. Dollar to Nepali Rupees exchange rate was 1 to 66 in august 2007) 
6 See appendix C and D 

 24



that they can recognize the people who live in their own ward, which can be seen as a village 

within the village. Almost all users were aware of the criteria for membership.  

 

4.1.2 Design principle 2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs  

- Congruence between appropriation and provision rules and local conditions 

The rules that govern Sundari CF have been crafted, adjusted and improved since they got 

legal status in 1996. The operational plan stipulates rules for the appropriation of resource 

units, the objective of the forest management and ways of receive fiscal inputs. These rules 

have been adapted to the village local conditions during the years. There are several ways for 

users to contribute to the CFUG in order to qualify for the benefits. Once a year users help 

their community with different kind of technical forestry like thinning and pruning, climber 

cutting, bush cutting, tree plantation and improvement felling. That is, the users contribute 

themselves as labour force to keep the forest in a manageable way. Section 5 in the 

Operational Plan states the objective of forest management. 

 

Section 5 – Objectives of forest management 

1. Protection and conservation 

2. Equitable distribution of forest products to users 

3. Plantation in blank areas 

4. Management of felled trees and older trees 

5. Conservation of environment 

6. Conservation of wildlife and birds 

7. Identification of NTFP, plantation of NTFP, utilisation of NTFP 

8. Maintain biodiversity 

9. Priority shall be given to natural regeneration 

          (Sundari CFUG Operational Plan 2002) 

 

There are several other projects within the community that users are involved in, like the 

construction of the drinking water plant, road construction and the distribution of drinking 

water and irrigation system pipelines. Users are also part of fire control groups and patrol the 

forest during dry season. Some users are involved in awareness raising programs; through 

street plays or small seminaries users learn about the importance of community forestry and 

about social aspects. This later kind of contribution is regarded as intellectual contribution in 

contrast to the former labour intensive contribution. There are also some situations that 

require economic contribution from the users. As mentioned above users pay a membership 
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fee to join the CFUG, users also pay a small entry fee when they go to the forest to collect 

forest products. 

     When users contribute to the CFUG they have the right to take part of the benefits. The 

most important benefit for users are the reliably supply of forest products; something that is 

crucial for their livelihood. All forest products are kept within the community and nothing is 

sold to external buyers, therefore the CFUG can keep prices of the forest products lower than 

market price, e.g. within the village timber costs 250 Nrp/ft3 but the market price is 900 

Nrp/ft3. This is a highly important aspect of the CF. Without a closed system like this, most 

users would not be able to afford expensive products like timber. The most important forest 

product is firewood and the CF has made a provision that twice a year allows users to go to 

the forest and collect firewood free of cost. The firewood that users collect during these two 

times is enough to manage one year. Grass that is an important forest product for the livestock 

can be collected free of cost the year around, except in February, Mars and April (Operational 

plan 2002: Section 10). Apart from these two exceptions all other forest products are sold to 

users 

     The CF can only extract a certain amount of forest products from the forest every year, and 

because of this there are not enough products for everyone, e.g. the CFUG can only extract 

3000 ft3 of timber every year to secure the regrowth of the forest. To solve this problem the 

CF has an evaluation committee that every October requests an application from users that 

contain their need of forest products, e.g. a desired quantity of timber or bark. In November 

the committee decide which applications to be approved (Operational plan 2002: Section 10). 

The evaluation committee consist of five members. The coordinator and one regular member 

is the vice chair person and the vice secretary from the CFUC. The three other members are 

selected by the CFUC (Interview 39). 

     Because the Sundari CFUG has been running for more than 15 years now, it has evolved 

into something more than just a forest management institution, today it is possible to benefit 

from several collective assets. Poor users can benefit from the CFUG goat breeding that gives 

them a goat free of cost on the terms that they give one back when it has propagate. The 

CFUG has provided financial help to build houses for extremely poor people and given 

economic support to a group of women that work with health issues, in that way they have 

created a small health sector in the village. Money raised by the CFUG is also used to support 

the schools and creation of a built out infrastructure as well as drinking water pipelines. 

     There are also indirect effects of the forest management. During the interviews several 

users mentioned that before the establishment of the CFUG it was common with eye 
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infections due to the large number of forest fire, something that has decreases with organised 

fire control. Many people stated that a greener forest and a more beautiful environment is one 

important benefit. 

 
Before the community forest I had to go a long distance to collect firewood and other forest products. 

But now I can collect these products close to my home because the forest is not cut down. Eye infections 

were also common due to a lot of forest fires, but since the CF introduced fire controls there are almost 

no eye infections at all (Interview 22). 

 

In order for users to consider their work input as worth the effort, it is highly important that 

the distribution of benefits is viewed as fair. If users feel that other groups of the community 

receive more benefits they will get incentive to break the rules. 

     The operational plan of the Sundari CFUG clearly states that forest products should be 

distributed through the concept of equity. During the interviews several users raised the 

question about the distribution of forest products and other benefits. Even if the products are 

distributed by equity regarding amount and quantity, the prices are fixed. Many poor people 

can not afford the timber price, even if it is set lower than market price. They consider the 

distribution as a non fair system that favour wealthy groups that can afford to apply for 

timber. According to the CFUC a lower fixed price for timber would be too expensive for the 

CF, and it would be too difficult to have different prices between different groups of users; 

“were should the line be drawn between poor and not enough poor?” (Interview 39). However 

there is a provision to distribute timber free of cost to extremely poor households that would 

not be able to buy timber at any price. 

     Other benefits than forest products can be distributed through equity. When the CFUG 

need labour force to construct roads or the water purification plant, these job opportunities 

goes to poor people. One user explains the positive aspects of this. 

 
The CF gives less salary than if you are employed by a rich member of the village, but the CF 

employment last for longer time. If I am employed by the CF I can have work for three months instead 

of 1-2 weeks at a private employer in the village. The village salary is 150 Nrp/day and the CF salary is 

80 Nrp/day (Interview 12). 

 

Equity in work possibilities gives poor household an income and an increased possibility to 

buy forest products, and therefore to some extent minimize the problem of fixed prices. 
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     Equity as a model for distribution is also used in financial distribution. Some extremely 

poor people have got financial help to build a house; so far six houses have been built with 

contribution from the community fund. However not all users are satisfied with this model of 

distribution. During one interview a user raised two things that worry several users. 

 
There are different wealth classes within the community and most benefits go to the poorer classes. 

There is also discrimination in the distribution system and relatives to committee members receive more 

benefits than others (Interview 9). 

 

This particular user experiences an inverted unfairness than the one pointed out by 

disadvantaged users as he does not qualify for the benefits given to poorest users. The more 

common comment is that elite groups receive more benefits than e.g. low-castes. He (among 

others) also raises the question about corruption in the distribution of benefits. Another user 

states: 
 

One rich user got timber once a year for two years and one poor user did not receive any timber at all 

during that period of time (Interview 16). 

 

The concept of equality (equal share regardless of needs, as opposed to equity that distribute 

on the basis of needs) as a distribution model is used in one special circumstance. Once a year 

when users gather to assist in technical forestry they also collect forest products. These 

products is later distributed by equality between all users who attended the work, that is they 

get an equal share of the products based on the fact that they contributed to the work and not 

on account of their social or financial status. 

     Most users are satisfied with the proportion between their contribution the CF and the 

benefits they receive from it. The number of interviews is too few to make any far-reaching 

conclusions of the whole system, but it is worth to take notice of that only four out of 38 users 

answered that they deemed the benefits as too low in proportion to their contribution. There is 

no noticeable correlation between answers and socioeconomic status, gender or caste among 

the conducted interviews. 

     One user that regarded the benefits as higher than his contribution describes the linkage 

between a working CF and beneficial return to users. 

 
Before the community management was established the forest was controlled by the government and the 

DFO. It was almost impossible to get any forest products and the illegal felling that supplied the market 
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with timber was widespread. The DFO used to accuse local people even if the felling was made by 

outsiders. After the community started to manage the forest there is no such pressure from the DFO and 

the illegal felling has stopped. This has restored the forest and it is now easy for us to get forest products 

(interview 30). 

 

4.1.3 Design principle 3: Collective-choice arrangement 

- Concern the arrangement of rule modification, affected users should be included in 

the process. 

Community based natural resource management systems with individuals who interact 

directly with one another and the physical world are better able to tailor rules to the local 

conditions. The users of the Sundari CFUG get together at least once a year to make decisions 

about the management of the forest. If something has to be done previous to this annual 

meeting, e.g. modification of rules, the CFUC call for an extra assembly. All users have the 

right to participate in these assemblies, and the users are informed through letter and posted 

notes about upcoming assemblies. In decision making the prioritised way to come to a 

decision is consensus. If consensus can not be reached they try to get a two-thirds qualified 

majority, and after that a 51 percent simple majority. There is also a provision for absolute 

majority in decision making. This means that for an absolute majority more than half of all 

the members of a group, including those absent and those present but not voting, must vote in 

favour of a proposition in order for that proposition to be passed. 

     Paragraph 8 of the Sundari CFUG constitution declares the rights and responsibility of 

users within the CF. 

 

8 § - Function, responsibility and rights of user (relevant excerpts) 

8.1 § Decide what is needed from forest 

8.2 § Through assemblies users decide what forest activities that should be prioritised 

8.3 § Users should study what activities are possible to conduct, and thereafter make decision 

8.4 § Select CFUC [If no consensus, see 8.11 §] 

8.6 § Participation of implementation of activities 

8.7 § Monitoring 

8.10 § When CFUC submit reports users have right to approve or disapprove these 

8.11 § Perform election of CFUC  

8.12 § Prepare rules and regulations within the limitations of constitution 

8.13 § Users have right to use there rights according to the forest act and forest regulation  
              (Constitution of Sundari CFUG 2002) 
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As paragraph 8.1-8.3 states it is the users’ role to decide what activities to give priority to. 

The users select a CFUC with 13 members that plan and implement these activities. Paragraph 

8.4 recommend to select a committee through consensus, otherwise the user have to go to 

election according to 8.11 §. Users also have to approve and evaluate the activities, and if 

necessary extend their duration. The constitution gives users’ rights to participate in decisions 

and evaluation of the activities within the CF, as well as a responsibility to actively participate 

in the implementation. 

     Sundari CF consists of several different committees with specific purposes. The CFUC is 

the CFUG representatives and carry out all the running businesses and administrative 

planning. The committee members are elected for a period of four years. Nine of the members 

represent a ward and are selected by the users from their respective ward. They are primarily 

selected by consensus, but if consensus can not be reached there will be an election. The other 

four members of the CFUC are intended to represent the diversity of the Sundari CFUG. They 

shall represent women, low-castes and poor groups. These four are elected by the assembly 

(Interview 39). 

     There is an advisor committee with eight members with the purpose to assist the CFUC in 

decision making. This committee has influence over the daily planning of the CF activities 

and the community assets, but it is not elected by the users. Instead it is the CFUC members 

that select members to the advisor committee from elite groups and educated users (Interview 

39). This is a divergence to what is stated in the constitution: 

 

36 § - Advisor committee 

A five member advisor committee shall be formed by the assembly. In advisor committee there shall be 

social workers, intellectual persons and experienced people. The advisor committee shall give proposals 

and suggestions to the users committee. 

                                      (Constitution of Sundari CFUG 2002) 

 

The current advisor committee consist of three users from the indigenous group and five from 

the high-caste group. One of the members is a woman and one is the former chairperson of 

the CFUC (Advisor committee list 2006-2010).  

     Despite all the provisions to include users and disadvantaged groups in decision making 

most users view the CFUG as governed by elites and that some groups are discriminated, and 

there is a big difference between participation and active participation. Most users attend the 

meetings, but large group do not raise questions or state there views on motions and decisions.  
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     Some women are restricted to attend the meetings by cultural and religious aspects, e.g. 

woman’s duties are connected to the private sphere of the household. In the first years of the 

CF women were excluded from the assemblies, but their participation are now increasing for 

every year, but the active participation is still very low. In meetings women are not allowed to 

speak in front of their husband or another elderly male from their household. Another problem 

for women is information sharing. The same reasons that made women restricted from 

attending the meetings is used as a reason fore males to not share information with their 

wives. Without information and knowledge women get marginalized and their chances to 

become active users decrease. One user addresses a core problem of the marginalization of 

women: 

 
Women are the major users of the forest and they spend more working hours than male in the forest. It is 

a problem for the forest that women are discriminated. Women have better knowledge of the forest and 

therefore it would be better off with more female active participation (Interview 6). 

 

Poor groups are disadvantaged due to lower education and economic power. They are not 

restricted by cultural aspects in the same way as women but lack self-confidence when it 

comes to decision making. Most of the poor have no education and can not read or write and 

therefore have to rely on more educated groups when it comes to information. Their low 

economic power makes it hard for them to address questions that affect them as a group, e.g. 

the timber price that is of big concern to many poor people. They feel that elite groups with 

money neglect this question. One poor woman commented her participation in decision 

making like this: 

 
All users are invited to the decision making process. I attend the meeting as well, but only to listen 

because I feel that no one is interested in what I have to say. I want to speak, all women want to speak 

but they do not. The fact that I’m poor make me feel weak (interview 3). 

 

The caste system cut across all other groups based on gender or wealth and affects the daily 

life as well as decision making. This is discrimination on cultural basis, but most low-castes 

are poor and uneducated due to the marginalization of them as group. One example of the 

discrimination of low-castes is that lower-castes can not eat at the same table as high-castes. 

During big gatherings someone give them food and they have to eat outside. 
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Lower castes are represented in meetings but do not speak due to the elite dominance and their low 

education. Earlier they were not even represented so it has changed to the better, and in the future they 

might even raise their voices in meetings (Interview 8). 

 

4.1.4 Design principle 4: Monitoring 

- Monitors who audit users and physical condition should come from the user group 

itself or be accountable to the user group. 

Sundari CF has a forest guard for the daily monitoring that is salaried by the community fund. 

The operational plan has a provision for this expense as part of the CF development program 

(Operational Plan 2002: Section 10). The forest guard is selected from the user group. The 

CFUC has a responsibility to monitor physical condition of the resource and the users during 

work and forest product collection inside the forest.  

     As stated in 8.7 § of the constitution users also have the responsibility to monitor the 

forest. During dry season users form groups of 10 to patrol to avoid forest fires. Users can 

also be gathered to patrol the forest in groups if there have been suspected rule violations.  

     The DFO provide external monitoring of how the CFUC implement activities and 

extraction of forest product, e.g. if the CFUC decides to cut down trees they have to hand in 

an application to the DFO. A problem with the external monitoring is that officials from the 

DFO try to benefit from their monitoring activities by demanding money or other benefits in 

return. 

     As an answer to corruption in previous CFUCs regarding extraction of forest product there 

is now a provision to not let vehicles like tractors inside the forest after five pm, they are now 

only allowed to enter the forest during office hours.    

     In addition to the monitoring systems of user activities and the physical condition of the 

resource there is monitoring system for the financial aspects of the CF. The CFUG has a fund 

which consists of capital from membership, service fees, money from external organizations 

and economic punishment of users for rule violations. All the expenses of the CF shall be 

made from this fund, and it is the chairperson, secretary and the treasurer of the CFUC that 

can withdraw money from it. It is the duty of the treasurer to keep records of all the financial 

activities and inform the rest of the CFUC about the running incomes and expenses. 

(Constitution of Sundari CFUG 2002: 13§, 17§, 22§ - 23§). Further there is an audit 

committee that gather and revise financial information every month, and in the end of every 

 32



year the CFUG hands in a financial report to the government for a final approval of their 

financial year. The constitution says the following about the audit system: 

 

29 § - Audit mechanism 

An internal audit committee shall be formed with three members by the assembly. This committee will 

audit financial activities. The financial activities will also be monitored by a governmental auditor. 

                                      (Constitution of Sundari CFUG 2002) 

 

When the CFUC is asked about how the audit committee members are appointed they give 

another version. They say that the three members are selected by the CFUC and other elites 

among users with financial knowledge (Interview 39). The constitution also state that the 

audit process should follow rules and regulations made by the CFUC (constitution 23.6 §). 

     Besides the monitoring system there are basic democratic procedures regarding the 

financial planning. First of all the assembly has to approve the budget planned by the CFUC, 

and secondly the financial information should be presented to the users from time to time 

(Constitution 2002: 13.2 § & 13.4 §). This presentation takes place at the annual assembly 

when the CFUC present the financial report from the past year that has been cleared by the 

government.  

     Despite the financial auditing system and budget information to the assembly most users 

are unaware of the financial activities, and do not even know that there are monitoring 

systems of the officials activities.  One common comment of the lack of transparency is as 

follow: 

 
Almost all users are unaware of what the CFUC do. They are more or less responsible for themselves, 

and can do what they want (interview 25). 

 

4.1.5 Design principle 5: Graduated sanctions 

- Violators of operational rules should receive graduated sanctions. Officials that 

implement sanctions should be accountable to the users, or be the users themselves. 

There is no provision for graduated sanctions in the constitution, a violator get punished 

according to the constitution that contains a list of fixed fines for different kinds of violations. 

The constitution also contains some legal protection mechanisms for the users. The CFUC, 

that is responsible for punishments, can not immediately punish a violator. First they have to 

collect information about the user and the magnitude of his violation. After the investigation 
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the committee should try to reach a consensus with the user about his violation. That is, no 

punishment is executed without at least a minimum of consent between the violator and the 

CFUC. However, if no consensus is reached and the user is still suspected of violation the 

CFUC can forward the case to the DFO (constitution 2002: 27 §). The CFUC can send 

violators to the DFO if the type of violation requires that, or if the CFUC consider the 

violation to be particularly serious. The seriousness of a violation is something that is decided 

from case to case (Interview 39). 

     Most interviewed users had knowledge of what actions that would be a violation to the 

operational rules, but at the same time they are unaware of the magnitude of punishments. A 

majority also stated that if a user commit repeated violations the punishment will be harder 

the second time. To be sent to the DFO is also viewed as a harder punishment than the CFUG 

sanctions because the DFO is likely to give a larger fine. 

     A few comments from the interviewed users sum up the suspicions and mistrust that is 

shared by many users in the more disadvantaged groups. 

 
A year ago7 I caught a CFUC member carrying timber without permission. The committee member told 

me he was sorry. But there was no other punishment for him (Interview 27). 
 
In the past there was one user who cut down two trees on his own land. The committee punished him 

with 500 Nrp even though they did not have the right to do that. The user decided to pay due to pressure 

from the committee. This was a violation from the committee (Interview 8). 

 
There is discrimination in the punishment system. The CFUC give low punishment to elites and more to 

poor and low-castes, even if it is the same type of violations (Interview 22). 

 

4.1.6 Design principle 6: Conflict-resolution mechanism 

- Users should have rapid access to a low-cost conflict resolution mechanism.  

The constitution does not state any defined proceeding for conflict resolution. Instead the 

CFUG use an informal but well known and accepted system. If a conflict arises one or two of 

the CFUC members gather the conflicting parties for a meeting. To assist the CFUC members 

in the mediation there are other users from the wards of the conflicting parties. These 

mediators are selected among influential users with the power to solve conflicts. The purpose 

with the mediation is to reach a consensus that both parties can accept. 

                                                 
7 The situation occurred in 2006. The committee member was part of the CFUC previous to the current. 
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According to the interviewed users there are no major conflicts in the CFUG. Some users are 

not satisfied with the distribution system. This dissatisfaction relates to design principle two 

that concerns the proportion between benefits and contribution. In the early years of the CF 

the conflicts did not concern the distribution system, but more the concept of CF itself. 

 
In the beginning of the CF the first CFUCs made very strict rules to reduce deforestation. Local people 

did not want to accept these rules, and therefore they violated the rules. After some training and 

awareness programs and increased benefits the users accepted the rules (Interview 32). 

 

Another user gives an example of a conflict that is related to benefit sharing, and how it was 

solved. 

 
When they used the development money there was no equity in the distribution system. They divided 

more money to developed wards than to those who are undeveloped. Committee members and ward 

users discussed this problem and the result became a changed distribution of money; with more money 

to the less developed areas (Interview 13). 

 
If there is a conflict about borders with another CF adjacent to the Sundari CF a DFO 

mediator are involved. Together with users from both CFs they try to reach a mutual solution 

about the borders. 

 

4.1.7 Design principle 7: Minimal recognition of rights to organize 

- The rights of users to devise their own institutions should not be challenged by 

external governmental authorities.  

Today the CFs of Nepal are a governmental supported form of natural resource management. 

But this has not always been the case, in late 1980s and the early 1990s when the CF reform 

was still in an initial state the government was reluctant to handover the valuable forest. Many 

villages had to struggle to get their recognition and the right to organize. Sundari CFUG had 

to go through great efforts to get legal status as a CF. 

 
Many years ago there was a conflict between the DFO and Sundari. The DFO did not want to hand over 

the forest to Sundari. But after pressure from the local people they changed their mind. As a method of 

pressure they formed a CFUC without legal status. At that time almost all forest was cut down, and one 

reason for why the DFO handed over the forest was because it was in a very bad shape (Interview 28). 
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The CFUC says that the CFUG has a great deal of freedom in crafting their own institutions, 

and since the concept of CFs was initiated by the government there are no external authorities 

that challenge their right to do so (Interview 39). However, to have that freedom the CFUG is 

obliged to follow the rules and regulations of the government.  

     In order for the CFUG to get legal status the government require a proper registration. First 

of all the DFO has to approve the constitution of the CFUG, secondly the CFUG has to 

prepare a Working Plan of Community Forest which must include,  

 

Chapter 4 Section 28 – Work Plan of the Community Forest 

a) Details of the Forest- name, boundaries, areas, condition of the forest an types of forest 

b) Map of forest 

c) Block divisions and their details 

d) Objectives of forest management 

e) Methods of forest protection 

f) Forest promotion activities- thinning, pruning, cleaning and other activities 

g) Nursery, tree plantation, income generating programme and schedule 

h) Details of areas suitable for cultivation and cultivation activities 

i) Provision relating to use of income accruing from the sale of Forest products and other sources 

j) Other matters prescribed by the Department 

                                                                                                                               (Forest Regulation 1995) 

 

After the registration the CFUG is considered a legal person, and may therefore acquire, 

possess or transfer property (Forest Act 1993: chapter 9 section 43). 

     There are two basic governmental documents that restrict the CFs freedom of action and 

that is the Forest Act from 1993 and the Forest Regulation from 1995. These documents 

contain the regulations that the CFUG has to follow when they craft their own institutions, 

e.g. if the CFUG does not operate according to the working plan set up in collaboration with 

the DFO, the forest area will be taken back by the government (Forest Act 1993: Chapter 5 

Section 27). The DFO keep a close watch of the CFUG activities and the governmental 

regulations contains several provisions that require the CFUG to keep the DFO informed of 

the running activities. E.g. as follows: 

     The CFUG shall submit an annual report of its activities to the DFO specifying the 

financial details and the situation of the CF. The DFO may provide necessary suggestions to 

the CFUG on the basis of the annual report (Forest Act 1993: chapter 9 section 44). 

     The CFUG shall report to the DFO about the sale rate of forest product. In case of the 

CFUG being capable of running an industry based on forest product they need approval from 
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concerned agency on the recommendation of the DFO (Forest Regulation 1995: chapter 4 

section 32). 

     The users’ group shall report about the financial activities to the DFO, an authorized 

officer may also inspect the accounts of income and expenditure from time to time (Forest 

Regulation 1995: chapter 4 section 36). 

 

4.1.8 Design principle 8: Nested enterprises 

- Long enduring common-pool systems should be organized in several layers of nested 

enterprises 

The Sundari CFUG is formally organized in several committees that oversee different aspects 

of the institutional arrangement. The CFUC is the governing body, and its main purpose is to 

make sure that the institutional arrangements are followed and to manage the running 

business. 

     In close collaboration to the CFUC are the sub-committees. A similarity between several 

of these sub-committees is that at least one member from the CFUC is a member; the audit 

committee is an exception. The sub-committees set their own agenda, but the CFUC monitors 

the activities of the goat rearing group, the disabled rehab group and the sports committee. 

The other groups have support from the users’ group committee. The three major sub-

committees are: 

 

The advisor committee: 

The advisor committee members are selected by the CFUC among well respected and 

educated users. This committee also represent the political diversity of the village and six 

political parties are represented. However there is no representation of the Maoist movement8. 

The committee support the users’ group committee with advice regarding planning and 

implementation of activities.  

 

The evaluation committee: 

Every October the evaluation committee collects the applications of forest product from users, 

and the main task is to determine the distribution of forest products to the users.  

 

 
                                                 
8 The Maoists became registered as a formal party in July 2007 
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The audit committee: 

The Audit committee collects financial information from the CFUC every month. In the end 

of the year the committee run a parallel auditing of the finances with the government. The 

CFUG is obliged by the forest regulations to have an audit committee (chapter 4 section 36). 

 

Additional sub-committees are: 

• The Goat Breeding Committee: 
Supply goats to poor households on the terms that a kid is returned when the goat has 

propagated. 

• The Medicine Committee: 
Process medicinal plants into medicines. 

• The Construction Committee 

• The Disabled Rehab Committee 

• The Cultural Committee 

• The Sports Committee 

      

During the years the community has developed small enterprises and collaborations between 

users that improve their livelihood and social life. Many of these have no direct connection to 

the governing committees of the CFUG and deal with other matters. Almost every household 

are involved in a user managed group, and the most common are the mother groups and the 

goat rearing groups. 

 

Mother groups 

There are several mother groups within the community and the number of members differs. 

All mother groups keep a common fund and offer loans to members at interest rates similar 

too, or lower than, the village rate (regarded as market rate). They raise money through 

monthly payments from the members9 or by performing cultural ceremonies. Other groups 

have purchased cooking facilities that they hire out. In addition to the loans the fund is used to 

improve their neighbourhoods with roads, temples, drinking water tanks and to support 

schooling for their children. 

     As shown in chapter 4.1.3 many women are excluded from information sharing and can 

not take part in decision making on the same conditions as males. Mother groups can be a 

                                                 
9 The amount vary between 10 and 100 Nrp/month depending on mother group 
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platform for information sharing and empowerment. One woman who is represented by her 

husband at public meetings, and never get any information from him said the following:  

 
The mother group fund is collected from cultural arrangements at weddings or when foreigners visit the 

village. The fund has been used to pay for a drinking water tank and loans to the members. The interest 

rate is low, but if someone from outside the group takes a loan the interest is raised. Even males can take 

a loan as long as they are part of the CFUG, but they can not be members of the group. The mother 

group act as an intermediary regarding information and I’ve become much more self-confident 

(Interview 7). 

 

Goat rearing groups 

The origin of the goat rearing groups is the goat breeding program; the community provide 

goats free of costs for poor people that can not afford one on their own. When the goats have 

propagated the household return a kid to the community. When 10 households have received a 

goat they form a goat rearing group, and the purpose is first of all to assist each other with the 

livestock. By the time the goat rearing groups has developed and do now have a wider 

agenda. Similar to the mother groups most goat rearing groups collect a monthly fee from its 

members, money that is used to give loans or improve the local facilities. 

 

Sundari CFUG has well developed connections to external authorities and to non-

governmental organizations (NGOs). The DFO is involved in the work of the CFUG on a 

regular basis and offer technical assistance and conduct monitoring. 

     The NGOs work with different areas and cover both the aspects of technical forestry and 

social development. Some of the NGOs in cooperation with the Sundari CFUG are: 

 
Sahamati: Good governance 

Forest Action:  Medicinal plant 

FECOFUN: Awareness on social sector 

Himawanti: Women awareness 

Change Nepal:  Training in social sector 

PFR & INF: Disabled sector 
Tabel 4.1: NGOs in cooperation with Sundari CFUG 
Source: The Authors own construction 
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5 THE INSTITUTIONAL STABILITY OF SUNDARI CFUG 

This chapter presents an analysis of the empirical data, and to what extent it correlates with 
the theoretical recommendations. A pattern-coded table summarise the key findings and is 
followed by a separate analysis of each design principle. 
 

5.1 The institutional framework 

Table 5.1: The Design Principles 
Source: The authors own construction 
The design principles Sundari CFUG
Design principle 1: Clearly defined boundaries  
Boundaries of the area should be clearly defined +/+ 
Boundaries of the users should be clearly defined +/+ 
  
Design principle 2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs   
Appropriation and provision rules should be crafted in order to make input contributions 
equivalent to the benefits users receive. 

+/+ 

  
Design principle 3: Collective choice arrangements  
Affected individuals should be involved in decision making regarding crafting and 
adjustments of rules. 

+/– 

  
Design principle 4: Monitoring  
Monitors who actively audit physical conditions and behaviour should be accountable to 
the users and/or are the users themselves. 

+/+ 

To maintain confidence in the governing body, there should be transparency regarding 
financial aspects and use of community assets. 

+/– 

  
Design principle 5: Graduated sanctions  
Graduated sanctions should be used to counter violations of operational rules. –/– 
Sanctions should be implemented by the users themselves and/or by officials accountable 
to the users. 

+/+ 

  
Design principle 6: Conflict resolution mechanism  
Users and their officials should have rapid access to low-cost local forums in order to 
resolve conflicts between appropriators and their officials. 

+/+ 

  
Design principle 7: Minimal recognition of rights to organize  
The rights of users to devise their own institutions should not be challenged by external 
governmental authorities. 

+/+ 

  
Design principle 8: Nested enterprises  
Governance activities should be organized in multiple layers of nested enterprises. +/+ 
Several different scales, both small and large, should emerge within the organization to 
generate a sustainable system that can rely on internal resources. 

+/+ 

If the seventh design principle holds, the organization should be nested in externally 
organized political jurisdictions. 

+/+ 

 
+/+ = Clearly fulfilled condition  
+/–  = Semi fulfilled condition 
–/– = Not a fulfilled condition 
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Design principle 1: Clearly defined boundaries 

It is crucial to determine what is managed, and by who. Ostrom (1994: 69) states that there 

should be clear boundaries of both the service area and individuals with the right to use it. 

     Sundari CFUG has very clear boundaries of the forest area they manage, and the 

individuals with the right to use the forest. The CFUG manage the same 384,75 hectares of 

forest as was handed over from the government when the CF got legal status. Membership is 

limited to those who live within the borders of the Amarapuri VDC. However, exemptions 

have been made for a small group of individuals outside the VDC borders since the political 

boundaries not entirely correspond with the daily necessities for everyone. 

     The regular users are mostly unaware of all the borders of the forest, this is however not a 

serious problem since they only use the part of the forest that is close to the village. Activities 

in remote forest areas are monitored and planned by the user group committee. 

 

Design principle 2: Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs 

A robust institution has well-tailored rules for appropriation and provision, these must 

consider local conditions (Ostrom 1992: 69). 

     There are clear rules about appropriation from the community assets, as well as provisions 

for contribution to the community. The rules have been proven to consider the conditions of 

the local resource as they made it possible for the forest to re-grow, and maintain its 

sustainability. There are official rules about contribution to, and appropriation from, the forest 

and other community assets. 

     The use of equity as a model of distribution makes the system fairer and therefore has a 

higher probability of survival since more individuals get incentives to contribute to it. Most 

users are satisfied with the equivalence between benefits and costs, but there are a few users 

that regard the system as unfair and that it favour the already privileged. 

 

Design principle 3: Collective-choice arrangement 

In robust self governing systems, the individuals affected by operational rules should be 

involved in the decision unit that modify the rules over time (Ostrom 1992: 70). 

     There are official provisions regarding decision making that include all the members of the 

community. All users have a vote in assemblies and if consensus can not be reached, the 

majority decide. The assembly elect users to the different committees that run the daily 

businesses. 
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     Despite these official rules there is a lack of active participation from several groups due 

to cultural and social restrictions. Women and lower castes do not speak in meetings and feel 

insecure since they have a want for knowledge and are not educated. This leads to an elite 

ruled decision making process.  

     A majority of the users interviewed as well as the CFUC members are well aware of the 

discrimination within the user group.  

     However, much seems to have improved since the early years of the CFUG when women 

and lower-castes were even more excluded. Today they more frequently attend meetings and 

poor groups have raised questions about how to improve the distribution system. 

 

Design principle 4: Monitoring 

According to Ostrom (1994: 71) it is crucial to have monitors of the systems. Lessons from 

long enduring systems give that monitors should be accountable to the users, or be the users 

themselves. 

     The forest guard is responsible for the day-to-day monitoring of individuals behaviour and 

the physical condition of the forest. The users committee share this responsibility during 

technical forestry and other activities. Violations are reported to the users committee who 

decide how to proceed with the case. The committee (and thereby the appointed forest guard) 

is accountable to the assembly. 

     External monitoring is offered by the DFO, but is mainly concerned with how the forest 

activities are planned. 

     The financial monitoring is carried out by the internal audit committee as well as by the 

government. The members of the internal audit committee is selected by the committee 

members, this to make sure that people with economic and financial knowledge is selected. 

However, there is an obvious problem that the committee that is being audited also selects the 

auditors. The governmental report of the financial auditing is presented to the assembly in the 

end of the year for the users to approve or disapprove. This process suffers from the same 

problem as any of the collective decisions described above in design principle three. 

     Despite the more democratic and transparency related problems with financial auditing the 

rules and provisions for monitoring is well developed, and executed by different instances 

which guarantee a more stable system.  
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Design principle 5: Graduated sanctions 

An effective punishment system involves that violators of operational rules receive graduated 

sanctions from other users, officials accountable to the users, or both (Ostrom 1992: 71). 

     There are no graduated sanctions for violators of operational rules. Instead the constitution 

prescribes fixed fines for various violations. To establish the seriousness of a violation the 

committee deliberate with the suspected user, and try to reach a consensus about the 

committed violation and the following punishment. If consensus can not be reached and the 

CFUC still suspect the user, the case can be handed over to the DFO. The sanctions are likely 

to be harder if a user commit repeated violations, and there is a possibility to involve the 

DFO. However, the initiate sanctions are fairly high and the punishment system does not have 

the same effect as graduated sanctions in the theory are intended to give. There is mistrust 

against the punishment system and it is viewed as discriminating by disadvantaged groups. 

 

Design principle 6: Conflict-resolution mechanism 

According to Ostrom (1994: 73) the implementation of rules often is an ambiguous task. 

Therefore, it is important to have rapid access to low-cost local arenas where conflicts can be 

resolved between users and their officials. 

     The users of Sundari CFUG have rapid access to low cost arenas. When a conflict arise the 

users committee summon the conflicting parties and a few selected users from the ward of the 

conflicting parties. Together they solve the conflict in a deliberative way and try to reach 

consensus. In more severe cases, or in conflicts with another CF, there is a possibility to 

involve the DFO as a mediator. 

  

Design principle 7: Minimal recognition of rights to organize 

Lack in formal recognition might hinder the representation of users’ interest before an 

administrative or judicial body, and therefore the management could be cumbersome. Ostrom 

(1994: 75) states that the rights of users to devise their own institutions should not be 

challenged by external governmental authorities. 

     CFs in Nepal is well backed by governmental jurisdiction and have full recognition. 

However, the CFs are monitored by the DFO and have to comply with governmental 

regulations, and the legal rights to the forest still belong to the government. That is, they are 

not entirely autonomous but rather operate as a part of a decentralized management system, 

with far-reaching self determination. 
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Design principle 8: Nested enterprises 

Several different scales within the organization generate a sustainable system. If the seventh 

design principle holds, all levels of enterprises should be nested into external political 

jurisdiction (Ostrom 1992: 75). 

     The Sundari CFUG has several nested enterprises and the governance of the CFUG is 

divided into several different committees. The committees have different field of 

responsibility and varies both in size and importance. These committees are part of the CFUG 

constitution and are therefore nested into external political jurisdiction.  

     A part from the governance structure into different committees the CFUG has led to the 

formation of different groups among the users; these groups improve both the economic and 

social conditions for users.   
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6 CONCLUSIONS FROM THE CASE STUDY 

Based on the previous chapter, this chapter will answer the research questions stated in 
chapter 1.4. The chapter ends with a general discussion of community based natural resource 
management. 
 

6.1 RQ1 - To what extent has the Sundari CFUG succeeded to establish an 

institutional arrangement for livelihood improvement and sustainable 

use of the CF? 

The Sundari CFUG has come a long way crafting and implementing an institutional 

framework since 1996 when they struggled with the DFO to get legal rights to the forest. 

Today, the CFUG has several characteristics in common with what is regarded as long 

enduring self-governing CPRs. 

     The findings from the case study indicate that the CFUG has clear boundaries of both the 

managed resource and for the individuals with the right to use it. Within these borders and 

between the users, there are well tailored operational rules to facilitate the sustenance of the 

system, and these rules regard every aspect of the assets held in common. Considering that the 

forest was severely degraded before the CF, and the villagers dependence on forest products I 

draw the conclusion that there is proportional equivalence between benefits and costs. This 

said with regard to those users that do not benefit as much as others, and who view the rules 

as favouring the already privileged. No system can be perfectly fair, and more can be done, 

but the system has improved during the years. 

     Rules regarding decision making give all individuals right to participate on equal terms. 

However, there are discrepancies between the official rules and the reality, large groups like 

women, low-castes and poor feel neglected and do not actively participate due to cultural 

restrictions or lack of self-confidence. Even if the system has improved on this point during 

the years, my conclusion is that large groups affected by the rules are excluded from the 

process of adjusting these rules.  

     My findings further indicate that the CFUG has a well developed monitoring system and 

that conflicts are solved in an effective local way. The system aims to reach a consensus with 

the violator of what violation he/she has committed and what a proper punishment would be, 

but instead of using a very low sanction to begin with, that more or less just remind the user 

of his wrongdoing, they use a system with fixed fines. The whole control chain from 

monitoring to sanctions is well developed but could benefit from graduated sanctions as a first 
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step, instead of economic punishments. It is hard to judge in what way the amount of mistrust 

against the punishment system expressed by many disadvantaged users reflect the amount of 

discriminating events. However, the mistrust is spread through stories and in the end the 

important thing is that the attitude towards a system is what determines its future. 

     Community forestry is well backed by Nepali national legislation, and the empirical 

findings show no current conflict with, or challenge from, governmental authorities. Since 

community forestry initially was a governmental initiative to stop deforestation, the CFUG is 

obliged to follow rules and regulations in order to have continuous management right of the 

forest. This can however not bee regarded as a challenge to the CFUG, but rather as a written 

recognition of their independence as these acts identify CFUGs as self-governing institutions 

with rights to acquire, transfer, and sell forest products. 

     The empirical findings show that the CFUG has managed to organize the governing 

responsibilities into different committees; in addition there are several smaller groups that 

work within specific wards. Because the seventh design principle holds it is possible for the 

CFUG to nest its, well developed, levels of organization with local and national authorities. 

     The overall conclusion that can be drawn from the empirical findings is that the 

institutional framework of Sundari CFUG has successfully addressed the sustainability of the 

forest, and improved the livelihood and social aspects of the villagers.  

 

6.2 RQ2 - What are the reasons for the successful/non-successful 

institutional arrangement? 

The fact that the individuals in Sundari CFUG has lived close to each other, shared a common 

cultural background and are dependent on the same natural resource has created a basic 

structure for cooperation, which is one reason for the success of the CF. However, despite that 

this common background formed the basis for collective action the forest was degraded. To 

establish a sustainable management the individuals needed help to craft adequate institutions 

that recognized both lifestyle demands and environmental concerns. This help was offered by 

the government and other organizations. That is, the successfulness of Sundari CFUG 

depends on both the basic norms that facilitate cooperation, and external help to put a proper 

management into practice. It would be difficult to achieve successful systems in a society 

were one of these factors is missing. 
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     The norms and traditions can also constrain the institutional development. The caste 

system and the subordination of women are norms in themselves, something that prolong the 

process of implementing an even more democratic institutional arrangement. 

 

6.3 RQ3 - What general lessons can be drawn from the case study? 

The Sundari CF fulfils a large share of what is significant for long enduring self-governing 

CPR systems. However, there are internal issues that threaten the sustainability of the system.   

     First of all, the most explicit problem is the exclusion of large groups from important 

elements of the CF, this due to the complex social structure of Nepal. A strong patriarchal 

order, big gaps between rich and poor and the discriminating caste system make official rules 

for decision making hard to transfer from the paper to reality. The result is a lack of real 

participation from large groups and an elite governed system.  

     Secondly, and in the line with the first problem, is the absence of transparency in 

governing activities and financial matters. This reduces confidence for elected representatives, 

and may cause increased incentives for corruption. Today, most users do not even know that a 

financial monitoring system exists, and even less would understand economic decision due to 

marginalization and low education. Therefore, the majority of the users have to rely on that 

dominating groups make the right decisions. 

     An elite ruled community creates suspicion of nepotism and general mistrust, whether or 

not the suspicions are true they cause less willingness to conform to the norms and rules, and 

thereby threaten to turn individuals away from the collective.  

     As mentioned in chapter 1.3.1, the norm that one should forgo self-interest and act in the 

interests of the collective is an important form of social capital in collectivity. If such social 

capital can not be worked up due to the exclusion of large groups, there is no foundation on 

which an official institutional framework can be based on. 

     However, the behaviour of acting in the interest of the collective could be encouraged with 

an institutional framework that takes account of the needs of all individuals. This is not 

something that is changed over a night, and probably should not, but for a continuously 

sustainability the rules have to be adapted to the needs of individuals, and this concern social 

needs as much as the needs for natural resource products. During my interviews I learned that 

there is a great desire for disadvantaged groups to feel included and be able to address 

problems that concern them. 
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     One example of how regulations could be adjusted to deal with these problems is the use 

of confidential elections of committee members instead of consensus selection. There are 

already provisions for both methods in the constitution. The practise of consensus can bee 

seen as positive, but is at the same time problematic when large groups within the community 

either are silent participants or hesitate to oppose due to low self-confidence or cultural 

restrictions. 

 

6.4 General implications and final thoughts 

In a time when the concept of a sustainable society receives much attention, it is crucial to 

develop well-functioning frameworks for sustainable management systems. This is not least 

important for those scarce natural resources that the worlds increasing, and often poor, 

population heavily depend on. Many of these resources lack proper management framework 

and are subject to extensive rivalry between stakeholder groups or nations, e.g. the world 

oceans that is no longer seen as a renewable resource with infinite supply, its scarce resource 

of fish is subject to heavy debate between nations on how to cooperate to reach sustainability. 

     In chapter 1.3 I quoted Garret Hardin that in the ‘60s presented the article the tragedy of 

the commons. His own solution to the problem was a firm governmental control or 

privatization. The first is concerned with taking care of the resource and the second with the 

pursuit of economic returns. In this thesis I have examined a third solution, by some called the 

“social/community” paradigm. The aim for this solution is to involve distributional equity, 

community welfare, social and cultural benefits as well as long-enduring management. In 

other words it seeks to merge the care for the commons and the economic returns into one 

solution. 

     Nepal realized the limitations of unilaterally managing public lands through government 

agencies, and started a cumbersome process of extensive experimentation with operational 

strategies and community organizing. Despite the lack of modern10 traditions and experience 

of managing natural resources from a bottom-up perspective, the results have proved to be 

successful. I consider the development from state control to far-reaching community 

governance in Nepal as something to draw a valuable lesson from; it is possible to craft 

institutional frameworks that is well-functioning, and continuously adaptive, 10-20 years after 

                                                 
10 There is evidence from as far as the third century and onwards of different types of indigenous local-governed 
forest management.  
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its implementation, and that, which is the crucial point, in a societal context without previous 

modern experience of bottom-up approaches to collective management of natural resources. 

     In the light of the success in Nepal and other community managed resources more and 

more policy advocates take the revisionist point of view and propose a broader, more complex 

range of alternatives. These include a stronger emphasis on the potentials of people as social 

actors to manage their concerns and on more decentralized and cooperative management. 

     To address the local concerns about environmental problems mentioned in chapter 1.1.1 

there is a need to move away from macro-scale approaches and work towards a more situation 

specific policy were consideration is given to attributes of a resource that local users value 

and strive to conserve. This not least important as there is a growing concern that the pursuit 

of conservation has been too much driven by northern concepts and donor agendas, at the 

expense of those who locally depend on the forests. Environmental conservation may have to 

shift from a primarily protective orientation towards promotion of sustainable systems of 

producing livelihood benefits in as sustainable way as possible. 

     In bio-economic models, people are usually non-social beings that react to incentives from 

the natural environment and the market. The limits of their behaviour come from the wiser 

government. But as the struggle by the Sundari CFUG to get management rights of their 

natural resource show; individuals dependent on their resources care and try to do something 

about the resource on which they depend and may play important roles in the crafting and 

implementation of rules and regulations. 

     Tragedy in the classic Greek sense is a drama of an event with a sad and unfortunate 

outcome, or an individual, with a tragic flaw or relationship with the gods who inevitably 

bring him towards some tragic destiny. In a comedy, people recognize that something is 

wrong and try, for better or worse to do something about it. Hopefully, again with reference to 

Garret Hardin, the social/community approach will in the future be described as the “comedy 

of the commons”. 
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Interviews: 
 
 Wealth Gender Caste Ward Date 
      
Interview 1 Poor Male Indigenous Group 1 2007-04-29 
Interview 2 Medium Male Indigenous Group 2 2007-04-29 
Interview 3 Poor Female Lower-Caste 2 2007-04-29 
Interview 4 Medium Male Higher-Caste 2 2007-04-30 
Interview 5 Poor Male Indigenous Group 2 2007-04-30 
Interview 6 Medium Female Indigenous Group 2 2007-04-30 
Interview 7 Medium Female Higher-Caste 2 2007-04-30 
Interview 8 Medium Male Indigenous Group 1 2007-05-01 
Interview 9 Medium Male Indigenous Group 1 2007-05-01 
Interview 10 Poor Male Lower-Caste 1 2007-05-01 
Interview 11 Poor Female Indigenous Group 1 2007-05-01 
Interview 12 Poor Male Indigenous Group 1 2007-05-01 
Interview 13 Poor Male Lower-Caste 1 2007-05-02 
Interview 14 Poor Male Lower-Caste 1 2007-05-02 
Interview 15 Medium Female Higher-Caste 1 2007-05-02 
Interview 16 Medium Male Indigenous Group 1 2007-05-02 
Interview 17 Rich Male Lower-Caste 1 2007-05-02 
Interview 18 Poor Female Lower-Caste 3 2007-05-03 
Interview 19 Poor Male Higher-Caste 3 2007-05-03 
Interview 20 Medium Male Higher-Caste 3 2007-05-03 
Interview 21 Poor Male Higher-Caste 3 2007-05-03 
Interview 22 Poor Female Indigenous Group 3 2007-05-04 
Interview 23 Poor Female Higher-Caste 3 2007-05-04 
Interview 24 Poor Male Indigenous Group 3 2007-05-04 
Interview 25 Poor Male Indigenous Group 3 2007-05-04 
Interview 26 Rich Male Higher-Caste 5 2007-05-07 
Interview 27 Poor Male Higher-Caste 5 2007-05-07 
Interview 28 Medium Male Higher-Caste 5 2007-05-07 
Interview 29 Poor Male Indigenous Group 5 2007-05-07 
Interview 30 Medium Male Higher-Caste 4 2007-05-08 
Interview 31 Medium Male Indigenous Group 4 2007-05-08 
Interview 32 Rich Male Indigenous Group 4 2007-05-08 
Interview 33 Medium Male Higher-Caste 4 2007-05-08 
Interview 34 Poor Male Higher-Caste 5 2007-05-08 
Interview 35 Rich Male Higher-Caste 7 2007-05-09 
Interview 36 Rich Male Higher-Caste 8 2007-05-09 
Interview 37 Rich Male Higher-Caste 9 2007-05-09 
Interview 38 Rich Male Higher-Caste 6 2007-05-09 
      
Interview 39 The Sundari CFUC  2007-05-10 
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APPENDIX A 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 

All interviews were conducted in a deliberative way to ensure that the respondents understood 
the meaning of the questions. 
 
Design principle 1 - Clearly defined boundaries 

• Do you know all the boundaries of the forest? 
- If yes: How do you recognize the boundaries 
- If no: Why? 

• Can you recognize all members from your hamlet? 
• Can you recognize all members from the CFUG? 
• Do you know what the criteria are to get membership of the CFUG? 
 
 

Design principle 2 - Proportional equivalence between benefits and costs 
• In what way do you contribute to the community forest and the user group? 
• What benefits have you got from the community forest and the user group 
• Is the benefit you receive more, less or equal than/to your contribution? 
 
 

Design principle 3 - Collective choice arrangements 
• Do you get information about assembly? 

- If yes: How do you get information? 
- If no: Why? 

• Is there equal participation in assembly between female and male? 
• Is there equal participation in assembly between poor and rich? 
• Is there equal participation in assembly between people from different castes? 
 
 

Design principle 4 – Monitoring 
• Who monitors the forest area? 
• Who monitors the behaviour of users? 
• Who monitors the committee activities? 
• Is there any financial monitoring? 
• Is there any external monitoring system? 

 
 
Design principle 5 – Graduated Sanctions 

• What activities are you not allowed doing in the forest? 
• What is the magnitude of rule violation? 
• Who implement the punishment? 
• Are there any external punishment system? 
• Are there any graduated sanctions? 
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Design principle 6 - Conflict resolution mechanism 
• Are there any present or past conflicts? 
• Are there any conflicts between Sundari community forest and other community 

forests or external organizations? 
• Are there any conflicts between the community forest and the DFO? 
• Are there any conflict between users and the committee members or between 

committee members concerning decision making and benefit distribution? 
• How are conflicts solved between users or between users and officials? 
 
 

Design principle 7 - Minimal recognition of rights to organize 
• Do the user group have the right to devise their own institutions? 
• Are there any restrictions from the government regarding the organization?? 

 
 
Design principle 8 - Nested enterprises 

• Is there any internal organizing within the CFUG? 
- Are these internal organizations related to the CFUG, and if so in what way? 
- How are money raised to the funding of the internal organizations, and how     

         are the money managed? 
• What is the external organizing of the CFUG? 

- Do you know which external organizations the CFUG co-operate with? 
- Do you know what these external organizations contribute with? 
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APPENDIX B 

OPERATIONAL PLAN 
                                                                                                                                                     
Relevant excerpts - Comments written in italic between square brackets, e.g. [comment] 
 
Section 2: 
Name of forest: Sundari Community Forest 
Name of User group: Sundari Community Forest User Group 
 
Area of forest: 384,75 Ha 
 
Number of households: 1032 (year 2002) 
 
Type of forest: Natural forest 
 
Section 4 
Blocks: The forest is divided in five blocks for the ease the forest management 
 
Section 5 
Objective of forest management 
 

1. Protection and conservation 
2. Equitable distribution of forest products to users 
3. Plantation in blank areas 
4. Management of felled trees and older trees 
5. Conservation of environment 
6. Conservation of wildlife and birds 
7. Identification of NTFP, plantation of NTFP, utilisation of NTFP 
8. Maintain biodiversity 
9. Priority shall be given to natural regeneration 

 
Section 8 
Income generating activities 
 
Committee (via the users CFUG fund) provide goats to poor people. When 10 households 
have got one goats each, they shall form a subcommittee in a goat rearing group. When the 
goats propagate the offspring shall be returned to the community. 
 
Section 10 
Forest Products 
 
The evaluation committee (EC) request application of forest product from users in October 
every year. In November the committee takes the decision to approve or not approve the 
applications. The coordinator of EC shall be vice chair person of CFUC. One member of the 
EC shall be vice secretary from the CFUC. Three other members should be selected from 
assembly. 
 
The CFUG can only extract 3,000 ft3 of timber every year. 
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Cost of forest products: 
1. Sal timber: 250 Nrp/ft3 
2. Other tree than Sal: 100 Nrp/ft3 
3. Bark: 250 Nrp/quintel11 
4. Firewood: 125 Nrp/quintel 
5. Timber for making plough: 25 Nrp/unprocessed piece 
6. Committee will open forest fore collecting firewood free of cost twice a year. The 

committee are allowed to charge an entry fee if it is suitable [Sundari CFUG charge 5 
Nrp for each user who enter the forest during firewood collection] 

7. The forest will be open twice a year to collect coal, the forest is open for three days 
and the committee shall charge an entry fee. 

8. The users can not collect grass during February, Mars and April. During the rest of the 
year the collection of grass is free of cost. 

9. If a house destroys due to natural reasons (e.g. land sliding), the committee shall 
provide 50 % of the cost to rebuild the house. 

 
Utilisation of financial fund 

1. Community forest development program 
• Forest guard 
• Forest fire control 
• Plantation work 
• Medicinal plant 
 

2. Institutional development of community forest 
• Prepare constitution 
• Operational plan 
• Keep records 
• Furniture 
• Calendars 
• Cultural programs 
• Street plays 
• Tours and trainings 
 

3. Community development 
• Biogas plant 
• Roads 
• School 
• Construction of any organization 
• Library 
• Scholarship 
• Poverty reduction 

 
4. Daily service allowances [For technical help in forest] 
5. Salary for committee members who are active in forest management 

 
Section 11 
If someone report violation of rules, he will get 15 % of the punishment amount. 

                                                 
11 1 quintel = 100 kg 
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APPENDIX C 

CONCEPTUAL MAP OF SUNDARI VILLAGE 
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APPENDIX D 

MAP OF COMMUNITY FOREST AREA 
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