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Panchayats versus Forest
Protection Committees

Equity and Institutional Compliance
in Rural Development Forestry

This paper compares the community-based forest protection groups and the
village councils or the panchayats in Jharkhand and West Bengal provinces from a forest
management perspective. Panchayats are institutions meant for village-level governance

with an all-round development focus. They are provided with Constitutional rights, and their
structural and functional network links them to larger state politics. They have also

been given responsibilities, mostly as coordinators, in joint forest management (JFM). The
forest protection committees (FPCs) and the voluntary forest protection groups, on the other

hand, are newly established bodies meant for forest management alone. They have limited
power to enforce their objectives and little autonomy to negotiate with other institutions. Yet,

villagers use these forest forums, both formally and informally, to secure forest usufruct.
The panchayats, on the other hand, are not always sensitive to the forest-based needs of the

villagers. The paper argues that to make forest committees subservient to the panchayats
and the dominant village polity would not make for effective forest management.

MANISH TIWARY

so when they find little support from elsewhere. Panchayat leaders,
on the other hand, are not averse to compromising the interests
of the forest. Although the paper commends the role of forest
protection groups in forest management, it recommends that they
work not in seclusion, but with support from the FD and panchayats.

I
Village Councils and Forest Protection

Groups: Composition and Structure
This section examines the structure of panchayats and the FPCs

and voluntary forestry groups. In comparing them, it explores the
commonalities (dual membership, interests in welfare,
organisational capacities) and the conflicts (area under jurisdiction
under each institution, incentives to participate and defect) that
JFM faces with respect to these two village-based institutions.

Panchayati Raj

Panchayats have existed in north Indian villages principally
to serve as  judiciary bodies. A Hindu institution, panchayats
have typically been represented by the elites. They also served
to link the villages to the larger state economy [Bayly 1991].
By supplying human and material resources, they provided a
framework that held the Hindu-caste system together [Lal 1988]
and served as an intermediary through which the larger state
processes could interact with the rural systems. The institution
was cherished by the Indian nationalist leaders as India’s claim
to village republicanism and the exercise of democratic norms
at the grassroots level. After independence, the Indian provinces
established panchayat governance through legislative acts. These

This paper juxtaposes the village councils with the forest
committees to test the degree and nature of homogeneity
of interests, opinions, and functions of these two key stake-

holding institutions in India’s Joint Forest Management system
(JFM). It analyses the worthiness of the newly established issue-
specific institution, the community-based forest management
groups, against the traditional and larger body, the panchayats. It
thus endeavours to answer whether decentralisation of decision-
making over natural resources can effectively be fostered within
the current institutional setup where forest committees hold
specialised forest management responsibilities and the panchayats
play the role of an overall coordinator.

In West Bengal, the panchayats are parallel to the civil ad-
ministration and assume responsibilities in a range of activities
that include health, education, administration, and environment.
In Jharkhand, the panchayats, despite having been ascribed with
similar, if not identical, roles have achieved dismal results in rural
administration.1 Moreover, in 1997, the panchayats were made
nonfunctional by the state high court because of overdue elec-
tions. Again, in Bengal, the forest committees have been spon-
sored and supported strongly by the forest department (FD); in
Jharkhand, on the other hand, the villagers instead have depended
on their own recourse to secure local forest usufruct. Panchayats,
nonetheless, loom above the overall village polity in both Jharkhand
and Bengal. The formal responsibilities they have been entrusted
in JFM make their presence felt in forest management as well.

It is argued that, despite a marginal status of the forest pro-
tection groups as compared with the established panchayats, these
committees create a power base and legitimacy of their own. The
forest protection groups have best been able to secure the forests
for peasants who depend heavily on these resources; particularly
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laws provided the framework under which panchayati gover-
nance would be carried out. In Jharkhand, the state government,
for example, was to ‘establish in each village, or parts of villages,
or for more than one village’, these councils called panchayats
[GOB 1964:6]. In 1992, the 73rd amendment to the Constitution
made it mandatory for each state to have panchayati raj gover-
nance in villages [Rajaraman et al 1996].2 Panchayats have also
had the responsibility to manage the village commons, including
those that have forests.

Panchayats follow an elective system as in the rest of India,
in which representatives are elected for five years who, in turn
choose the panchayat leader. The members of a panchayat are
elected for a term of five years by the villagers on the basis of
universal adult franchise. Panchayats are provided with concrete
powers to stake claims on land, fix rules and taxes in local
markets, take loans from the government and banks, and impor-
tantly, as a repository and conduit for funds that are meant for
rural work.3 They possess ‘faujdari’ or the policing powers that
permit the leaders to arbitrate village conflicts and, on conviction,
punish the offenders with fines and recommend imprisonment.
The decisions taken at the panchayat-level are legally enforce-
able. Moreover, the level of representation (both formal and
informal) ensures panchayat contacts with the villagers and the
higher echelons in the bureaucracy and state politicians.

Panchayats are elaborately organised, have an all-round de-
velopment focus and are provided with constitutional powers.
In West Bengal, the panchayats are organised in a three-tier
system: at village-, intermediate- and district-levels (gram
panchayat, panchayat samiti, and zilla parishad respectively) and
function through as many as nine departments.4 In Jharkhand,
panchayats follow a two-tier system–organised at village and
district level.5 Panchayats have been responsible for managing
village forests, and since the onset of JFM, they are meant to
supervise JFM efforts as well. In West Bengal, the Forest
Department continues to align its JFM efforts in the same way
the panchayats are structured and function. A post-JFM circular
issued by the headquarters in West Bengal, for example, ex-
pressed, Forest officers of the district will be associated with
panchayat bodies, in addition to their own duties, for implemen-
tation of various afforestation schemes that are done by panchayats
from their own funds [GOWB 1997b].

II
Community Forest Protection Groups

Forest committees were officially organised and recorded since
1988 in West Bengal and 1990 in the rest of the country. These
committees are essentially non-statutory bodies and invested with
little real budgetary or executive power. They are not registered
under society or cooperative acts that could allow them to function
as autonomous bodies. Moreover, the JFM agreement between the
forest department and the village community is a ‘resolution’ by
the state governments, which, in essence, is a statement of intention
and not legally binding for the state or the forest department.

The organisational structure of FPCs too has limitations.6

Although states differ on how a village forest protection committee
is to be constituted, many, as is the case in Jharkhand and West
Bengal, have, in practice, adopted universal membership, i e, all
the households are registered as member beneficiaries. The
committees are to be headed by an executive committee, with
representation from the panchayat and the forest department.7

In doing so, JFM assumes homogeneity in composition of the

village population and the level of dependence on forests, where
the members would have a similar stake in forest conservation.
The voluntary forest protection committees in Jharkhand, on the
other hand, are obviously not subject to limitations from the JFM
framework. These committees typically organise around a single
leader, and membership principally comes from the villagers who
have a strong interest in the forest products. It was also noted
that these voluntary forest forums try to coax the non-participants
– both within and outside their community – to comply with their
forest management norms. Nonetheless, these bodies too, like
FPCs in West Bengal, are limited in their reach and power as
compared with panchayats.

Discussion

Unlike FPCs, pacnhayats are powerful entities because of their
history, political networking, and statutory status. In the JFM
framework, they are members of the executive committee that
allows them to both monitor and control the functioning of FPCs.
On the other hand, there is no provision that allows FPCs to
negotiate with other institutions nor are they given judiciary
powers to resolve conflicts, nor an authority with which they
can prevent forest offences. They do not have a complementary
relationship with the panchayats. For example, they cannot use
the panchayat’s executive and judiciary powers for forestry or
village development purposes. Hence, the FPCs must function
within this constitutional and functional rigidity.

III
Panchayats and FPCs: Compliance between

Two Rural Institutions
In its policy guidelines on JFM, the government called for

cooperation between the forestry and non-forestry institutions.
The GOI’s letter on JFM [GoI 1990] suggested that panchayats
represent the village communities on participatory forest man-
agement. The letter stated that,

…access to forest land and usufructory benefits should [belong]
only to the beneficiaries who get organised into a village institution,
specifically for forest regeneration and protection. This could be
the panchayat (my emphasis) or cooperative of the village, with
no restriction on membership. It could also be a Village Forest
Committee [GoI 1990, clause iv].
The letter, to be sure, had remained open to the manner in which

village communities would be invited to manage forests (it,
however, restricted the state to allow access to forest by specific
individuals). The GoI initiative, which was informed by the West
Bengal experience in participatory forest management, ignored
the more focused approach the West Bengal Forest Department
had taken in Arabari and subsequent endeavours in participatory
forest management.8 Although the FD had then involved the
panchayats in forest management (through ‘Ban-o-bhumi Samiti’),
it did so with a conservation interest. Appreciating the hetero-
geneity of interests and stakes that different population groups
have in forests, it had invited only select groups for forest
management. With the goal of raising forest cover in south-west
Bengal, the FD had targeted the impoverished rural population,
particularly the tribals. The 1989 resolution in West Bengal had
reflected this sentiment.

The beneficiaries shall be identified from amongst the eco-
nomically backward people living in the vicinity of forests
concerned [GoWB 1989].
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Once the government of India had asked the state governments
to invite all the communities for JFM, the resolution in West Bengal
was altered to one that invited all the households to membership
in the JFM. The JFM resolution in Jharkhand that was made in
response to the GOI’s letter also had heeded the universalisation
in forest committee formation and was clear in the guidelines about
the constitution of VFMPC: One representative from every family
of the village will be member of the Village Forest Management
and Protection Committee [GOB 1990].

The centre’s resolve to replicate the success of West Bengal and
take up JFM in the entire country meant (particularly through grant
of universal membership) that members who played only a small
role in the management of forests were also entitled to shares in
forest usufruct equal to those who were more dependent and
invested greater time and energy in forests. The forest department
also assumed that the executives who were to head each of these
committees could bring about consensus on various forest man-
agement issues. On the other hand, to promise equity and use
democratic and decentralised means in forest management, the
panchayats were not only to be members of the executive com-
mittees in the FPCs, but also to be responsible for each of the three
key stages of the JFM programme: registration, monitoring, and
usufruct distribution [GoWB 1990, GoB 1990]. As a result, not
only is the membership in JFM spread out to the population at large,
the JFM is inextricably linked with the panchayats. However, what
might appear to be a complementary relationship between two rural
institutions is instead mired in situations in which the FPC and
the panchayats are in contradiction, and even opposition to each
other. In giving executive membership to panchayat leaders, it is
assumed that they can represent and understand well the forest

needs of all the members of forest committees and act in a reliable,
efficient, and just manner in the realm of forest management.

In practice, this is not always the case. For example, the leaders
who represent the panchayat are not averse to trading forest usufruct
for gains in the panchayat electoral politics and otherwise. The
panchayat leaders may not share the same FPC and, although they
may represent a particular village in a panchayat on routine village
matters, on forests, they can be members of another FPC leaving the
village with no real representation in forest management.9 With
respect to territorial configurations, the JFM arrangement presents
a number of contradictory situations. The constitution of forest
committees is, by default, limited to villages that lie in the vicinity of
protected category forests. This jurisdiction of panchayats, on the
other hand, characteristically depends on demographic factors (often
on the count of heads, but also on the makeup of the population, for,
e g, tribes and members of certain castes in the scheduled list are to
have their own panchayat). There is seldom a situation where one
finds a one FPC-one panchayat situation. Moreover, the territorial
jurisdiction of a community forest protection group over a forest
often does not concur with that of the panchayat to which it belongs.
For example, as is the most common case, more than one forest com-
mittee is located in one panchayat, and the forest that is put under
the management of that FPC could, in practice, have a history of
use (hence potential contestation) by villagers from another panchayat.

Discussion

Two processes occurred side by side when the central govern-
ment recommended JFM as the principle manner in which the
protected category forest be managed in the country. The
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participatory forest management initiative that had remained
limited to select forest dependent groups in West Bengal was
made open to everyone through universal membership in FPCs
(and VFMPCs). Panchayats were invited in larger numbers than
ever to participate with the state in forest management and were
made responsible for forest management committees. However,
this presented an asymmetrical relationship between the panchayats
and FPCs because of the roles that are assigned to each institution,
the ways the executive functions (sometimes to the detriment
of forests and the interests of forest citizens) and the contradic-
tions in territorial jurisdictions of the two institutions.

IV
Case Study from Jharkhand and Bengal

This section discusses the community forest protection groups
and panchayats in Jharkhand and West Bengal. It is argued that
the forest protection committees, despite several limitations, are
best able to secure forest usufruct for their communities. Burman
(1996) has argued that the non-statutory status of FPCs is a major
limitation in their playing an effective and democratic role in
forest management. In another paper, he has asserted that
panchayats should, as is the case in Rajasthan and Uttaranchal,
be entrusted with JFM (ibid 1997). However, I argue that one
does not witness a proto-political institution in community forest
protection committees. In these committees, villagers have ably
negotiated with fellow residents and villagers from outside in
regulating access to local forests. They also take help from the
panchayats, the forest department, and NGOs to establish forest
protection norms and try to engage them in ‘their’ version of
forest management and rural development. Panchayats, parti-
cularly in West Bengal, continue to have the key role in the larger
village polity and command enormous legitimacy among the rural
population. In Jharkhand, the embeddedness of the panchayati
raj institutions (PRIs) is less evident, and, since its dissolution,
the presence of the panchayat is felt informally and mainly
through the legacy of former panchayat leaders. It is suggested
that forest committees should not be left subservient to the village
polity and should instead get support from the panchayats in ways
that they can negotiate as equals on forest management and other
support activities.

West Bengal

The panchayat office for most of the villages in Gopergarh
forest beat (my research site) is located in Konkabati and Phulpahari
villages. These two panchayat centres cover around 40 villages
in all and, as is typical in Bengal, function through the nine
departments with the ‘sabhadhipati’ as the head of the council.
A number of villagers in recent years have benefited from
panchayat-run projects, such as the Jawahar Rozgar Yojana
(JRY), Indira Vikas Yojana, Integrated Rural Development Projects
(IRDP),10 and other welfare schemes. Villagers unanimously credit
the panchayat for carrying out development work in villages, such
as dug wells, ponds, and recent electrification. They also recognise
the famous role it played in facilitating the distribution of vested
land to the villagers.11 Nonetheless, the panchayats have drawn
several criticisms. Despite more than two decades of left politics,
the role of panchayats has remained limited to managing funds
that trickle down from the top and, in several ways, it has
mimicked the bureaucratic administration it had set out to change.
The panchayats in West Bengal have earned a reputation for

remaining largely free of corruption and serve the target groups
[Sengupta and Gazdar 1997]. Albeit, they are used essentially
for bookkeeping, subsistence-level work (seasonal employment,
paltry loans) and as a political tool to create vote ‘banks’ for
the state-level politicians. In any case, panchayats are not immune
to local pressures, limitations in funds, and the larger state polity.
Maity (1997), for example, reports bias in allocation of benefits
in the Phulpahari panchayat. The leader, Dhiren Mallick, comes
from the dominant clan of Lodha community, and other com-
munities are at a disadvantage in getting benefits from panchayat
schemes. The panchayat leaders have used forests as incentives
to get votes in elections. However, this seldom makes the leaders
corrupt in the eyes of the villagers, who wish them to deliver
goods on other more essential fronts.

Amratola-Phulpahari Forest-Panchayat
Politics Split

Amratola and Phulpahari villages share their boundaries with
a patch of Sal forest and have jointly been made party to the
JFM agreement. Amratola is also the epicentre for panchayat
politics and the headquarters of the Communist Party of India
(Marxist) or CPI (M) in Gopegarh area. The leadership in Amratola
is divided between the CPI(M) party secretary, Ranjit Pandit, a
Hindu resident, and Madhuri Chalak (from schedule caste), the
new panchayat representative for the village. The division, however,
is more of a necessity than anything inherent to the village.
Amratola is under the ‘scheduled’ list, which requires panchayat
representatives to belong to scheduled caste or tribe. The village,
hence, is obliged to nominate members from scheduled caste
(hence, the selection of Madhuri Chalak). Nevertheless, the actual
line of command in the village is unaltered. Madhuri Chalak
confessed that she has never been involved with ‘party politics’
and was nominated by the CPI(M) while the rest (the election
campaign, for example) was done by the ‘party bosses’.12

What is remarkable however, is that none of the key village
leaders including the CPI(M) leader, Ranjit Pandit, or the panchayat
leaders, Madhuri Chalak and Brati Chalak (former panchayat
leader), demonstrate intimate interest in conservation of the
forest.13 Although the villagers concurred that the former panchayat
leader had been catalytic in bringing a few development projects
into the village (electricity, for example) or had helped with
granting loans, they said that, vis-à-vis forest, her attitude had
been reckless. Her son, for example, had regularly cut trees and
done petty business in selling the forest timber. With this back-
ground, the villager argued, she could hardly stop others. How-
ever, this does not affect Brati’s reputation in Amratola. The
villagers (mainly tribals) who confessed of having defected to
vote for the Trinamool Mamta Congress(TMC) in the 1998
election, for example, expressed their discontent with CPI(M)
leaders not on count of access to or distribution of forest usufruct
but because of partisanship shown by the CPI(M) leaders in access
to panchayat’s development schemes. A respondent said that
other institutions such as the FD and NGOs ‘come and go’ but
panchayats are there to stay.

Phulpahari village, on the other hand, is ‘without leaders’. The
panchayat leaders who represent Phulpahari are not residents of
the village. Instead they live in the neighbouring village,
Golabichowk.14 Although this village too has been a bastion for
CPI(M), it shares little with Amratola’s village polity. For example,
Ranjit Pandit of Amratola has never conducted elections cam-
paigns in Phulpahari and showed little interest in or knowledge
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of Phulpahari residents. That these two villages share same forest
(and JFM membership) but different panchayat leadership,
however, is tragic as far as management of their jointly held local
forest is concerned. There is but the slight communication between the
village leaders on forest offences and little coordination or
agreement to safeguard the forest from frequent felling.

Election-time Forest Felling
in Amratola-Phulpahari

The entire forest in Amratola-Phulpahari was cut down during
the 1998 election. A number of responses were given by the
villagers and the forest guards. Some opined that the poor state
of the forest in their villages was a result of the constant pressure
that is made for timber from the nearby town, Midnapore. A
respondent was of the opinion that, ‘You just can’t protect a forest
that is near a town’. Indeed, the presence of a local town has meant
an easy access to market for the forest timber. This, however,
can be only a partial explanation, because similar pressures are true
for forest in Bhagwati Chowk with a far better forest protection
record. A consensus among the Hindu villagers is that the members
of schedule caste and tribes cut the jungle down for sale during
the election because the party would not discourage the practice.

Apparently, felling of forests during elections is not a new thing
to the Amratola-Phulpahari forest or, for that matter, in southwest
Bengal. Many agreed that ‘during an election, no one stops
villagers from cutting forest’. Another atypical but plausible
reason came from a respondent who felt that, ‘during elections
the politics obsessed people do little work outside their villages
and just sit and cut forests’. The forest department staff said that
it is difficult to communicate with the village representatives
during this period; the election means a potential change in the
leadership, and, in such period of uncertainties, the leaders are
unwilling to have their attention diverted to forest issues. Senior
forest officials, on the other hand, mentioned that the use of the
forest department officials for election duties means that they
work out-of-station, providing ample opportunities for villagers
to cut forests.

It must be noted that forest leaders of Amratola do not nec-
essarily portray forest control or use of forest as the chief agenda
during elections. The forest usufruct instead is used mostly to
gain an edge in electoral politics. A villager in Amratola said
that a former panchayat leader had an election slogan during the
final days of campaign, ‘Stop the TMC people from getting forest
timber, but let the CPI(M) supporters cut forests’. The factions
in the village between the supporters of TMC and CPI(M)
supporters have only worsened the situation. For example, when
a meeting is called in the village (over forestry or otherwise),
people who attend meetings are invariably affiliated to one of
the two parties. Finally, because of the poor communication
between Amratola and Phulpahari, the accusation over forest
felling that shifts between them has never been resolved.

Better Forests under Competent Forest Forums

On the other hand, Bhagwati Chowk village manages the best
forest cover in Gopegarah area. FPC leader, Poltu Singh has been
able to secure forest usufruct for the residents. A panchayat
veteran, Singh had shown concerns about the protection of the
forest adjacent to his village since the early 1980s. When the
villagers started facing a shortage of fuelwood and fodder, he was
a natural choice to head the forest protection forum. Many

conservation and extraction norms in Bhagwati Chowk FPC
have since been established informally through village consensus.
The use of forest is not limited to the prescriptions within the
JFM concessions – i e, fuelwood on a need basis, and a share
of usufruct at harvest. Villagers regularly take logs of wood for
construction of houses and agricultural implements. The villagers
have used the legitimacy derived from the FPC to safeguard their
interests in the local forest. They have also had confrontations
with infiltrators who are often from the same panchayat. Poltu Singh
successfully negotiated with the forest department and the
panchayat that the residents of Bhagwati Chowk alone would exercise
exclusive rights to fuelwood and Sal leaves in their forest.

The villages in Gopegarh hold dual membership in the panchayats
and FPC. However, in cases where the panchayat remains only
nominally representative or indifferent to forest usufruct concerns
of villagers, the FPCs provide an effective platform for managing
forests to meet essential needs. The forest department should
endeavour to identify such committees and bolster their efforts
instead of trying to align JFM with the panchayat design in a
manner that would leave the principal representative of the forest
citizens (the FPCs) subservient to these councils. However, this
is not to suggest that the state should create a divisive strategy
between FPCs and panchayats, but instead it should take members
of the FPCs more into confidence. In extending JFM membership
to panchayats, the forest department should strive to undo (through
the partnership) what was achieved through colonial settlement
operations: legal separation of the ‘field from forests’
[Sivaramakrishnan 1996, 465]. Indeed, taking cognisance of the
villagers expectations, the FD in West Bengal has invited an
integration, albeit limited, of forestry work into the larger deve-
lopment of villages: It is not possible for the FD to meet [the]
support activities out of their own funds. There are many anti-
poverty programmes implemented by the panchayats. The
FPC members should benefit from these programmes [GoWB
1997: 112].15

Jharkhand

The niche that forest protection groups occupy is clearer in
the case of Jharkhand. Unlike West Bengal, Jharkhand has had
a different history in terms of village-level governance and
relationship with the forest department. Villages in Annagarha
block (research site) lack both support from the forest department
and a formal panchayati raj system. In Annagarha, the foresters
have done little to foster a trustworthy relationship with the forest
citizens. The panchayats too have had a patchy record in their
ability to provide uniform access to development and agrarian
reforms. Moreover, since 1997, the panchayats were dissolved
by the order of state’s high court because of overdue elections.
Panchayats continue to play informal roles through former
panchayat leaders who, for example, are still associated with the
development projects that are carried out by the block offices.
They are invited to the meetings at the block office, called usually
once a month (they get 20 Rupees for each attendance).16

Nawagarh Panchayat versus Nawagarh VFMPC

Nawagarh is responsible for 172.76 hectares of mainly Sal
forest, although an ample number of associate species are found
in the forest. The village leader, Kamakhya Sahi Manaki-Munda,
belongs to the landlord family and has led the village through
his involvement with the panchayat. The village was registered
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under the JFM agreement on September 28, 1993.17 Kamakhya
Sahi was also elected to lead the Village Forest Management
and Protection Committee (VFMPC). Most of the villagers here
are dependent on agriculture and own livestock, and are relatively
well-off compared to the neighbouring Ober and Nawagarh
villages. Though the forest is important to the Nawagarh residents
in several ways, formal forest protection never had the intensity
it has had in the neighbouring Ober and Vanadag villages (smaller
villages with higher forest dependence). As a result, there is no
system of village meetings or forest patrols to manage forest.
The restraint to cut trees is fairly lax when it comes to meeting
the essential needs such as fuelwood and poles for houses and
agricultural implements.

Kamakhya Sahi Munda has not cared to maintain any logbook
for VFMPC activity in the village. This contrasts with the vast
amount of records he maintained as the panchayat leader (many
are related to timber felling, although mainly those from home-
stead lands). He commented that little has changed due to the
registration of the village under JFM. The executive body, for
example, has been given little power to enforce the management
decisions. As the panchayat representative, he has arbitrated
various village issues and made decisions that were enforceable
by law. On the other hand, he feels that he can give few directions
to fellow villagers on what to do with forest offences. As the
head of his village, he is not interested in taking up ‘illegal’ fights,
he said. The few instances when Nawagarh residents withheld
forest offenders, he asked them to deposit the timber and let them
go; “With what authority can I stop them?” Sahi reasoned. On
the other hand, the residents are not interested in active patrolling.
One of the respondents tried to sum up the attitude of Nawagarh
villagers towards forest protection, “Nawagarh is a raja village,
a village of landlords. It is too much to expect of villagers to
patrol forests on a daily basis”.

The village of Ober that falls within the jurisdiction of the
Nawagarh panchayat, on the other hand, has received little help
from the panchayat. As the centre for local governance, the
Munda community of Nawagarh has been better able to strengthen
development (e g, culverts, roads, school, tube-wells, etc) and
institutional base (e g, police, post office, information network,
respectability, etc) in their village. The Bediya community in Ober
village find themselves in isolation when it comes to their relation-
ship with the Munda-dominated panchayat. They can expect little
guidance and support in protection of their forests either. Instead,
through voluntary forest protection groups (and subsequent
registration as VFMPC) the villagers in Ober have tried to
institutionalise their perceptions of rights over forest resources
and methods of forest management. This forest-forum has also
engaged itself with NGOs to invite development work.18 For
communities with a minimal panchayat presence, these specialised
forest forums work not only to secure forest usufruct but also
to initiate engagements in other areas of rural life.19

Discussion

The case studies for Bengal and Jharkhand show that both the
registered and voluntary forest committees in cases of high
dependence and able leadership are able to articulate effectively
within the structure and functional spaces that are available to
them. Although no longer a member of the panchayat, Poltu Singh
remains the leader in the eyes of the residents of Bhagwati chowk
because of his formal control over a vital resource. Bhagwati
chowk residents are able to keep the villagers from the neighbouring

village and often from the same panchayat at bay. This contrasts
with Amratola where the dominant panchayat leaders compro-
mise the forest interests. Bhagwati chowk FPC’s response to
forest management is an example of how the villagers use their
membership to build relationships with other institutions and
secure the forest for themselves. In Jharkhand too, elite Nawagarh
villagers have been unable to serve the development and forest
needs of neighbouring villages. Instead forest committees that
are indigenously formed and based within the village are better
able to secure forest usufruct for its members. However, the forest
protection groups do not necessarily work in opposition to the
panchayats. With sufficient sensitivity (for example, appreciating
differences in forest and development needs within a given
population sample), JFM provides a platform for the two rural
institutions not only for an effective and equitable forest
management but also rural development.

V
Conclusion

In the JFM programme, the state has provided the panchayats
with a dominating managerial role. The juxtaposition of panchayats
with forest protection committees provides a useful paradigm
to gauge the worthiness of the newer and work-specific insti-
tution. The panchayats and FPCs work in a relationship that is
asymmetrical, territorial jurisdiction that is often contradictory
and have leaders who will champion disparate agendas. None-
theless, in both Jharkhand and Bengal, the forest committees in
several instances are working not merely as the ‘sounding board
for schemes that the department would wish to undertake in
villages’ [Sivaramakrishnan 1996] but have used the forum, both
formally and informally, to secure forest usufruct. The panchayats,
on the other hand, are not always sensitive to the forest-based
needs of the villagers.

The villagers in both Jharkhand and West Bengal have used
JFM membership to secure forest usufruct often in opposition
to fellow villagers from the same panchayat. It would be
imperative, in such cases, that the forest department bolsters the
initiatives that are made by the members of the FPC. To make
forest committees subservient to the panchayats and the dominant
village polity would not be an effective solution for
forest management. Instead, the forest department should pro-
vide support to the community-based forest protection groups
upon which it draws for membership and ensure that the
panchayats complement their needs and roles in Joint Forest
Management.

Email: tiwary2003@yahoo.co.uk

Notes
[Manish Tiwary holds a PhD from the department of Geography, University
of Cambridge, UK He was a doctoral fellow at the United Nations University,
Tokyo, Japan and Yale University, New Haven, US. He has worked as a
consultant with the Food and Agriculture Organisation of the United Nations,
Rome, Italy.]

1 The southern districts of Bihar were separated from Bihar on November
15, 2000, to form a new province, Jharkhand. However, Jharkhand has
the same institutions and legislations in place that it had when it was
part of Bihar.

2 On the other hand, researchers have noted the disappearance of a tribal
system of governance, such as the ‘pargana’ council [Panangatt 1983]
and ‘paharia’ system [Jewitt 1996] that coincided with support for the
panchayati raj institutions (PRIs).
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3 In Bihar (and Jharkhand), for example, the 1963 Act states that panchayats
should be allotted with not less than 6.25 per cent of the revenue that
the State collects from agricultural land. Moreover, the 73rd and 74th
Constitutional Amendment Acts, 1992 provide for a decentralised public
finance system and make the pancayati raj institutions (PRIs) responsible
for fiscal devolution and finance management [Rani 1999 for a discussion].

4 The panchayat in West Bengal is headed by the sabhadhipati or the chief
executive who represents the panchayati raj institutions (PRIs) at the
district level. He is assisted by nine ‘karmadakshya’, or department heads,
one each for finance, civil works, public health, education, relief, food
and supplies, electricity and un-conventional energy, fishery and
husbandry, and ‘Ban-o-Bhumi’ (forest and land). In Bengal, the bureaucrats
work in tandem with the panchayat. For example, the district magistrate
is in consultation with sabhadhipati, the panchayat leader at the district
level, whereas the block development officer (BDO) coordinates with
sabhapati, the ‘panchayat’ leader at the block level.

5 In Jharkhand, the panchayat leader, ‘mukhiya’, is to be assisted by eight
executive members, six of whom are elected. Mukhiya heads the executive
whereas the judiciary officer, the sarpanch, is responsible for judicial
matters. Mukhiya is also responsible for advising the block development
officer (BDO) on development work. A full-fledged traditional panchayat
in Jharkhand has the following administrative elders: headman (mukhiya),
deputy-headman, overseer and his assistant, village priest, and his assistant
[Panangatt 1983].

6 Forest committees are known by various names in different states: Forest
Protection Committees (FPCs) in West Bengal, Village Forest Management
and Protection Committees (VFMPCs) in Jharkhand, for example. In
this paper, the term FPC has also been used to represent those forest
management groups that have been registered by the FD under the JFM
agreement. Voluntary forest protection groups, however, refer to the
committees in Jharkhand that were constituted through the initiatives
of the villagers (some of whom have been registered by the FD). The
term community or village-based forest protection groups, on the other
hand, refers to both the registered and voluntary forest committees.

7 VFMPCs in Jharkhand are made up of one member from each household.
An executive body, made up of 15 to 18 people including leaders of
panchayat, the village religious leader, a local school teacher, four
members from the scheduled caste/tribe, and three to five women, is
established to head the committee. The forester holds the position of
member-secretary to the executive body and acts as a coordinator between
the villagers and the forest department. The forest guard is an invited
member and is expected to attend the committees’ monthly meetings.
The structure of the FPCs in Bengal is similar to, albeit, simpler, than
that in Jharkhand. FPCs are made up of one member from each household
where the spouse is a joint-holder in the membership. The executive
committee is made up of six people with two members who are
representatives of the village panchayat. Foresters hold the position of
member-secretary with duties similar to those in Jharkhand.

8 See Chatterji (1996) for a discussion on role of villagers and the forest
department in the Arabari Socio-economic Project.

9 For example, at my research site in Midnapore district in West Bengal,
the leaders of Phulpahari village reside in nearby Golabichowk, who,
though, share the same panchayat, are not members of Amratola-Phulpahari
Forest Protection Committee.

10 See, however, Mathur (1995) who, although sceptical of the poverty
alleviation programmes, agrees with other authors that Bengal has
performed better than several other states in the country in the allocation
of IRDP funds to rural poor.

11 The panchayat recommends potential beneficiaries to the District Land
and Land Reforms Office land distribution.

12 This is not to indicate that Madhuri Chalak is not an able panchayat
leader. In one of the first meetings after the panchayat election, Chalak
ably presented her credentials to the panchayat officer and went on to
discuss the agenda for the coming months. However, the control of
CPI(M) representative over the panchayat politics is clear. For example,
the CPI(M) office of Amratola houses all the village’s panchayat records,
and the oft-quoted slogan was repeated here, ‘the party CPI(M) is
panchayat’. Of late, ofcourse, the CPI(M) dominance has been challenged
by the supporters of the Trinamool Mamta Congress Party.

13 Also, the population make-up is diverse in Amratola and so is the
dependency on forest. The Hindu households are better off than the rest
of the population, and their womenfolk do not go to the forest for
collection of fuelwood.

14 The panchayat leaders, Alpana Mandal (the new panchayat representative)
and Dhiren Malik (former representative, 1993-1998) both are from
Golabichowk village.

15 The department’s involvement with the panchayat is evident elsewhere
too. Another letter from the FD [GOWB 1997b], for example, requests
the sabhadhipati of Midnapore to allocate 15 per cent of Jawahar Rozgar
Yojana (JRY) share on afforestation programmes and the department
would be happy to advice on the procedures.

16 Since February 1998, the block development office (BDO) took over
the panchayat work.

17 It is likely that formalisation of Nawagarh took place because of the
presence of the panchayat leaders and the influential Manaki-munda clan.

18 See Tiwary (2003) for a detailed discussion on how Ober and Nawagarh
villages in Jharkhand have engaged NGOs in rural development forestry.

19 Similarly, the panchayat leaders of Maheshpur khas village (another
panchayat centre in Annagarha Block) dominate the politics in his
area, but forest interests, particularly of the tribal population, are little
catered to.
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