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The Historical Context of Social ‘F orestry
in the Kumaon Himalayas

RICHARD P. TUCKER
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tors underpay local lubor or overcut tirher. or villagers eather fuclwooad afr
midnight.

In Third World countries now politically freed trom a colonial past. there j
yet another factor i history’s ecclogieal legacy. here, as in Curope. peasan
resistance 1o outside authori y has been a repeated feature of rural lite,' Goy.
ernments’ gradual extension of their powers of tination and land-use regulation,
including the extraction of torest wealth, long antedated the Wests adventures
in extracting the Third World's forest wealth, Colonial regimes had world ar
Kets at hand, however, making it profitable 1o control forest resouress in the
colonies.*

The tirst colonial forestry service was established in Dutch Indonesia in the
1840s. for export of teak to Europe. Shortly thereatfter. in the 1850s and 186,
when railways and expanding urban markets ted 1o sudden shortages of mur-
ketable hardwoods. the Briii.n organized India's torest service. but effective
reforestation and sustained-yvicld management of India’s hardwood forests came
into direct contlict with peasants’ traditional uses ot the forested hill tracts, I he
forest luw ¢ 1878 declared that the twin gpd cqual goals of forest managenment
were 10 be peasants’ needs for fuel and fodder and wider commercial markets,
Hencee, out of the British experience in India came the best-documented history
of refations between villagers and foresters and thus the history of the fuclwood
crisis. One of the carliest confrontations. dating from at least 1915, arose in the
Kumaon hilis of the western Himaiavas. 1t led to one f the carliest formal
village foresiry systems in India. and it remains one of the most mtensely debated
social ferestry programs in existence.

Forestry in the Kumaon Himalayas

The present state of Uttar Pradesh (or L.P. as it v usually called) dominates
the central Ganges plains. Its fertile but overused soils sustain nearly 100 mitlion
people. The Ganges basin as a whole suppors well over 200 million people.
Indi’s ability to feed itsell depends o an inortant degree on the food raised
in the Gangetic plans. and that ulumately depends on the ecological stability
of both the tilled pluins and their semitorested watersheds primarily in the
Himalavan districts of India and Nepal. As the Himalavan forests have declined.
so has their capacity to mitigate Hooding trom the annual monsoon rains and
to store the rains for gradual release into the branches of the great river during
the long dry scason. In the unusually severe flood vear of 1975 the Indian
goyernment spent approximately one billion dollars in flood-control and flood-
relief programs. The recent national commission on floods reported that the
arca of land subject 1o flooding nationwide expanded from some 20 million
hectares in 1971 to an alarming 30 million hectares a decade later.

For the downriver districts of the Ganges systen. then. the stakes in watershed
stabiliz tion in the Himalayas are indeed high. The cight hill districts of U.P.
are thus cracial. for they zontrol headwaters of several major branchoes of the
Ganges system, und they have been under central government control since the
British conquest in 1815, Four of those districts. collectively called Garhwal.
had a separate history drring the colonial era. becanse much of the area was
controlled by the Maharaja of Tehri. not directly by the British ¢ T he four present
districts of Kumaon were far mere directly influenced by colonial economic and
adnmnistrative development. Not surprisingly. political struggles over control
of forest wealth were far more intense in Kumaon, both at the district level.
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where nationalist politicians joined Gandhy’s noncooperation cam-pa‘lgns F)y D]r‘.)(;
testing the forest law: and at the vlll:lgqlcycl_ where lqcal lan?owmrs:tl l}Jng ¢ )
10 keep forest use under the control of village councils rather than the Fores
Dtli?fgxr?r:l(;dcrn logging began in the moum(nir‘5 ‘rcgi()n in the 184‘()& -Ih?‘ sub‘-
sistence populatiorn of the region placed no s:_umhrun} bu'nhi'c‘n on ll% forT r'_f
sources. In pre-British times there was no system of md!\_x;u-al (T\‘\nus]fxp‘o

pontilled 1hnd.” The local rajas held the power to al!oczilc t‘:)rlcsl L..s(.(bul orest
and grazing lands were so much vaster than the villagers ucmzmds .Qn l‘hcr‘n'
that they were generally treated as an unregulated common. E.\‘cn_ d_umjgv carl;
British times. dense malarial jungle in the turarat the foot ¢f the hilis pruanluf
much commercial penetration except along the main river routes. In mg)sl o,
settled Kumuon, both population and :1griculu‘n'c gxmndcd slowly chough b'L f(_)r;
World War I that villagers had hitde troublcvh_mlmg \\'ogd_pruducls ;m_d grfmr‘lg
lands to meet their daily needs. Traill, the Britsh L‘CmI?]lSSl()n:.‘r:“-'h-U csl‘abh(sha)j
the legal precedents for land and resource use there in lhf- .8_\,J§. ‘cm(.‘,urdg}a !
villagers to reclaim deserted agricullu.rztl 1erraces :_m'_i opcn"nct\\ ‘I_lclt}j]s l(?' 1115
plow.s One technique was 1o grant outright ownershiptoany I”dg,k.'l w 9 \~\ HU !
continuously plow former village common lands. Beyond that. nothing was done
1o stabilize controi of grazing and forest lands. In the cnr!_\' revenue scnlcmcnfs
cadastral survews were limited o lands in Or near settied \'1Il.agcs. All q}har
lands, formerly controlled by the local hill rajas, WET? SO CATCnSIVe that r?m}hcr
viliagers nor revenue oificials as yet paid much attention 10 ownersiup or usutruct

Cla’ll"rl?cs.ﬁrsl signs of change appeared in the 183Us, when Brjlish IimhL“r mc:rchgnls
pegan harvesting conifer forests in the apper reaches of ses ’r;l (m’ng.usxlr'lbu—
taries.® By the late 1530s Tradl's successor, Ranjsuy.. began 3 slcm‘mcaﬁ.l_\ or:
ganizing timber munagement in the Io_v.c_r Sr.‘.':_lllk_hx!ls. h(zpmg 1o Conlm‘mralt
logging and now settlement there and lmul mdlscrxmmmc'l:)g_gmg on l}u‘ m_cjr:
fragile soils of the higher mountains. His moves \\'L.‘rc_\vcl. nm'r;d.‘ for lu' Sfuﬂ
era of railway construction. beginning in north India in the 1560s, gcncrd_lgd a
demand for hundreds of thousands of trees wnnually. a demand that continues
Ioc'if":‘:c government of British India organized lhe Ct)lonjaal m)rl_d's first qnd'ul-
iimately most sophisticated Forest Department in the 1864s, prlmzml_v to man-
age lhc'supply of timber for India’s vast ratlway .ncl".'-nrk and for oth'gr lo?gj
range commercial uses.' The curly foresters haq little doubt l}}a_l the \1llag'grs
subsistence needs could also be well met if cflicient systems of forest use were
established. India’s tirst comprehensive Forest Act in 1578 was designed for
that dual purpose. o
Dcspilcpitspmullipurp()sc intentions, the 1878 act produced a polm'r.zamm‘
between the Forest Department and villugers that sccvlcmlgd the .dcclmc ot
forests. Until then there had been almost no regulation of \'1llz?gcrs access to
any forest for grazing. fuelwood. construction timber. and their other fwf;fj.s.
Now, however the Forest Department was empowered te designate rc.scrn.'d
forests, a process that 1ook several decades to Co_mplclc. In the reseryas vxllagcrs
no longer had “rights.” but only “privileges.” which could be restricted accordl_ng
to the foresters’ assessments of the forests’ needs.!! The fo_reslers were becorpmg
specialists in timber production like their counterparts in Europe and North
America. In their determination to control the reserves, they constructed a



hicrarchy from British professional foresters down to forest guards recruited
from local villages, who became the first police force of any sort in the history
of the hills. From their training programs to their uniforms the forestry hierarhy
emphasized etficiency, disciphine, and authority.

The villagers of Kumaon soon came to sce the Forest Department primari),
as a machinery of repression. Their natural response was cither 1o evade the
forest rangers and guards. which was rarely dithcult 1n the wide-ranging hilk
or to bribe or intmidate the low-paid guards into o4 crlooking what were now
labeled “forest offenses.™ By 1880, senior British toresters were well aware tha:
many of ther employees were corruptible, but within the autho: trian frame.
work they were rarely able to do much about it. This factor. as much as st
cultural necessity, caused their preoccupation with forest offenses and the plin-
ishment of offenders. '

The 1878 law did not give the Forest Department the same authority over
unreserved forests. These tracts, including many small blocks ot degraded forests
near village agricultural fands, had little commercial potential. Over the years
they have gone under various tides: for simplicity here they will be yiven twa
labels: Civil Forests, administered by the Revenue Department and availabic
for expansion of agriculture. and Panchayat Forests. controlled by the villages,
many of which had already lost much of their tree eover and served primarils
for low-productivity grazing of village livestock. Together thoue unreserved tor-
csts were critical for the village cconomy. as well as for tne soil and water
resources of the hill region as a whole., As later events were 1o show. the Civil
and Panchayat Forests remained almost entirely unplanned i their use. All
that could be said for the svstem was that it climinated the need tfor direct
confrontation between foresters and villagers in the uareserved forests but the
lands themiselves slow!y deteriorated.

Before World War [ the major issue was what the svstem of reserved forests
meant for the Pahari or hill populace. We can make some estimations of the
refative benefits and disadvantages ot the reserves for the vitlagers and therr
pereeptions of the system’s operation. 7 he first reserves in the Kumaon were a
series of small tracts that were demarcated o the 1890Us, primarily as fuelwood
reserves for several expanding colonial towns and military cantonments in the
hills.” Their total extent was only a few thousand acres, and they were designated
in high timber wheve there were relatively tew pressures from nearby villages.
The principal issuc there concerned the timber contractors and cemmercial
logging.

The system of timber extraction necessitated close cooperation between the
Forest Department and the contractors. In some reserved forests the Jogging
work was done by the Forest Department itselt, and the timber sold in annual
auctions at toothills depot towns, More often the Forest Department did not
have the personnel to carry out logging on 1ts own: instead. 1t auctioned the
right to harvest marked trees in preanniounced tracts cach vear. The winning
bidders sent their own crews into the hills 1o cut the purchased trees.

Several aspeets of the contracting system led villagers to conclude that the
were upder pressure from a hosule alliance. even though the foresters rarely
perceived the situation in that light. First. very few of the contractors were hill
men before 1920; traders with the necessary capital plus aceess to lowland trading
networks were from Meerut, Lucknow. Bareilly. or other cities of the U.P. plains.
The Pahari people’s traditional resistance to interference by outsiders was rein-

-arcness th.: both contractors and forest managers held aulhczjmy
d wealth based in the plams. Further, undcr_lhe system c_)fqucl!onn?g sllarfl mgg
o ber. cortraclors becume notorious for bribing or intimidatng oc‘a _ohxt,:
s, w far more trees than they had formally been allocated. There

ards and removing t n i ied. There
g%:ls Eule the Forest Deparunent could do or (E}]USL to do flbOUl l‘hll‘s'pu}ltr(?c
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for construction and fuel. Where the od have not  reneved or
adequately protected in the Kumaon hills. the village economy has become
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onstrate that the chir forests and resin industry were highly bene m? mL‘)
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villagers by providing wage labor. in a region where Ol,hk,r So{lrcss’]?"ur]cnls
wages had only bezun to penetrate. Nevertheless, the drptx_rlmcdnl}s: \g’{”iwrb‘
and their elaborate supporting statistics at besi only mitigate nLl _1;:&;”
discontent. Private merchants who purchised usm-a_ollgcln.xT f-o;:';l‘r~ o
dently preferred to import outside lubor, from the plains or Oék-l l\l {(;glowc;
just as they did for much of the timber labor. Ou}x‘ndgrs woul \?f])r , I-ulluml
wages and thev were more “reliable.” not being tied into the local agricuiturs

cycle's labor demands.

o
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The Political Challenge of the Nationalist Movement

. - - e
Many forces were operating in the hilis to transform the pattern OI[(S;C;':;aogn’s
cultural labor. Indirectly these forces produced destructuive effects on


http:Railv.ay










more sHectively, but in 121s context its continuing orientation towards the villager,
is evident. As one recens working plan expresses it, the oak stands “are vep
important forests as %2y act as a store house of water and are the scurce of
many a perenniad spr-z and thus help to maintain the water supphy. Depre.
datton on these forests o. men and cattle has resulted tn drving up of man,
springs and acute water shortage in many villages during summer monthg,
Frontits inception the = Tost service in India has been committed to imprm-mg
the quality of forest lars + By the 1970s. however. after long decades i wiyer
toresters and villagers %24 ofien been adversaries. sonie foresters' commitiney;
10 maintaining viable *atersheds had hardened into a desceription of the v
tagers® actions as “depreczation of the forests.™ A recent Forest Department studs
of the umber resources ard watershed preservation strategres of the hill distrer
concludes that the forests under village control. fully one-third of the total 1.
ested area. have had no sklemate management. 1t concludes:
capacty of these forests 15 not being utilized either for timber and firewood o
tor fodder. . . The transsr of these forests to the forest department and the
proper management to meet the demands of the people is

Under the long shades of the decades” struggle with th
cven the most sophisticated initiatives of
mecet great skepticism in the panchayats. This is ¢ven more true stnee 1973
when the village protest movement saw a resurgence in adjacent Garhwal, as
the highly publicized Chipko movement,

For a decade now, village women in upper Garhwal hav
local organizers and allies as far away as New Delhi to end ali commercia!
logging in the hills and provide both trees and jobs for the Pahari villagers betore
attempting to answer an: otacr demand on tlic Himalavan torests. Chipko or-
ganizers have recentls expanded their organization to work with forest pan-
chavats in many v lages of Kumaon and are looking beyond to the entire moun-
tain region as far normthuest as Kashmir.™ They charge the contractors with
pervasive corruption in overeutting the trees in their contracts and underpaving
their laborers. Their criiques of the Forest Department hive beea uncompro-
mising and the departmant has responded with attitudes ranging from wariness
to open hostlity,

Under these conditions. how do the forest pancha, ats operate todayv” Can

there be effective couperation herw cen villagers and the Forest Department? The
first detailed studies at 1he village level in Kumaon show that few forest pun-
chayats have etiective rLraagement programs vel® Parg of the dithculty lies in
the excessively bureaucratized approach of the government. Fach forest pan-
chavat has the power 15 designate part of its lands for social forestry munage-
ment. Once a panchavar has defined certain lands, however, the proposal must
£0 10 the Revenue Deperiment for a survey of its records to guarantee that the
tract in question is in f.r1 panchivat owned. This title check has often taken
up to five vears, leaving the villagers discouraged at the start. Even when it
moves quickly. the villazers then have ligle control over their project. Forest
otheers usually forn; the details of a management plan. and in many cases
villagers seem to know [itile or nothing of the plan and participate little in its
formulation.

anurgent necessityn
¢ hill people. howensy
the Forest Department are bound to

¢ been working with

Over the vears the growth of elaborate governmental regulations has been
designed in pan to control what ouisiders see as corruption or gross tavoritism
within the viliages, though some villagers perceive the figiti for control of profits
as consisicat with traditonal social behavior on the land. Difficuities abound

“The productivag

here are profits for powerful villagers in wo_rk such as tjunllcll:tng ‘
‘nces. In all too many cases where planning has movec >
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u ' anked by ofticials. This is usually
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prOdUCL-iT s certificates. which gain favorable rates of:nl}ursilr l:}l]lcqlg parl)lcrnS. o
il . f%'cti\-c use of its benefits almost 1{1dcf1nllcl)'- Un Lvrum jxg one of the
il ® Cd‘r that most foresters see the social forestry prog hall;ngc 1o bring
is no wonder that mos hev can have. rather than as a ¢ A '
. irable assignments they can hay o s grain of a century's
IL[?SI Idcfsl}‘r;li"c working relations with villagers against tae gr
aboul chicCity < A
i : in Kumaon’s villages. the
habits.*! L ) is taking hold 1in Kumaon’s viilag >
’ - > SOCHll 1()1‘05“‘} pr()gram S Ve . ndcd \'lllage
“he‘rr:mihlto be a familiar one. Unusually effective and.s\::::Uallv alert to
kqu:-?:hib must be matched to a crusading fqrcs}cr \)’\}‘19\.1? rcsponsc.fFOIﬂ he
o \{;r'\-s in which his professional style may mh]b” -‘;L}l Lsocial workers. and
l};flag;fs; Bevond this. third parties, sucg as local k{g’ ;)Llrx: important catalytic
) e Chink anizers, may be starting ar e -
s even Chipko orgamizers. may , ' . eround of over
pernaps en:c ar*a? Still. progress has been slow against l.m ﬁéctﬁ)uld Crefer 1o
roles in SO. N with forest panchavats, which usually
fifty years® experience !
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of the Ganges system and the viability of rural life in the hills.
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