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Abstract: Community-based Forest management (CBFM) initiatives have been adopted to harness benefits from forests, 

such as carbon sequestration, weather regulation, and the conservation of vital drainage areas, while also generating income 

for local communities. However, there is a research gap in understanding the challenges and opportunities faced by these 

initiatives in South Asian countries. This study conducted a systematic literature review, focusing on the state of CBFM in 

Nepal, Bhutan, Sri Lanka, and Bangladesh, where these initiatives have gained significant attention. The findings indicate 

that CBFM initiatives in Nepal, Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Sri Lanka have yielded positive outcomes for rural livelihoods 

and environmental sustainability. Community-based forestry programs have a positive impact on livelihoods by providing 

income-generating opportunities, reducing poverty, and enhancing the economic well-being of local communities in these 

countries. Moreover, these initiatives have contributed to environmental conservation through increased forest cover, 

biodiversity preservation, and a reduction in deforestation. Social inclusion and empowerment have been promoted, with 

an emphasis on engaging marginalised groups. Despite these successes, challenges persist in resource availability, 

governance, and legal frameworks. Adaptive management, income diversification, and sustainable forest practices are 

critical lessons. Community forestry presents an opportunity for sustainable development that integrates environmental 

conservation, economic progress, and social well-being, with the potential to serve as a model for holistic and sustainable 

development in the region. This review emphasises the importance of addressing inequalities, improving governance, and 

strengthening institutional support in CBFM initiatives to unlock their full potential for sustainable development and forest 

conservation in these selected South Asian countries. 
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1. Introduction 

Community based forest management (CBFM) is an 

approach to forest governance that involves local 

communities in making decisions about the sustainable 

management and utilization of forest resources (Bowler et 

al., 2012). CBFM empowers these communities to actively 

participate in forest planning, conservation, and the 

equitable distribution of benefits, while often retaining the 

legal ownership of the forest under the government 

jurisdiction (Baynes et al., 2015; Bowler et al., 2012; 

Maryudi et al., 2012). It aims to balance conservation, 

community livelihoods, and the long-term health of the 

forest ecosystem (Rahut et al., 2015). In developing 

nations, the share of forest resources managed through 

community-based methods is on the rise, encompassing an 

estimated 732 million hectares, which accounts for 28% of 

the world's forests and spans across 62 countries (Gilmour, 

2016). Therefore, CBFM has gained global recognition as 

source of subsistence and livelihoods for more than half a 
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billion people around the world (Baynes et al., 2015; Katila 

et al., 2017; RRI, 2016). 

The community-based forest management (CBFM) 

programs, popularly known as community forestry, social 

forestry, participatory forestry, joint forest management, 

etc., have been promoted in many countries as an 

innovative and potential approach to improved forest 

management and conservation strategies with a 

comprehensive blend of ecological and socioeconomic 

objectives (Baynes et al., 2015; Bowler et al., 2012; 

Maryudi et al., 2012; Moorman et al., 2013). Realizing the 

adverse effect of strict approach of earlier forest 

management policies and management plans, where people 

had no involvement, the government has shifted policy 

focus and management regimes, emphasizing CBFM 

involving forest-dependent communities (Biswas & 

Choudhury, 2007). CBFM originated as a response to 

deforestation and the immediate need to fulfill the basic 

requirements for forest products by local communities 

(Gautam et al., 2004). As time passed, its achievements 

expanded beyond these primary goals, encompassing a 

wide range of challenges and embracing a more 

comprehensive set of objectives, including ensuring 

sustainable livelihoods, promoting gender equality and 

social inclusiveness, establishing good governance, and 

sustaining institutions, among others (Pokharel et al., 

2007). More recently, CBFM has shifted its focus towards 

critical concerns like conserving biodiversity, adapting to 

climate change, participating in REDD+ initiatives, 

engaging in payment programs for environmental services 

(PES), and adopting a holistic approach to forest-landscape 

management (Ghimire & Lamichhane, 2020). Furthermore, 

the community-based forest management approach has 

evolved into an intricate interconnection of environmental 

concerns, livelihoods, and policy matters (Maraseni et al., 

2014; Pathak et al., 2017; Pokharel et al., 2007). Many 

countries have now developed, or are in the process of 

developing, changes to national policies and legislation that 

institutionalize CBFM (Schreckenberg & Luttrell, 2009). 

Within South Asia, Nepal, Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, and 

Bhutan have adopted unique approaches to CFM, tailor-

made to their specific environmental and socio-economic 

context. These approaches range from decentralized 

governance models to participatory decision-making 

processes, reflecting the region's rich diversity (Balooni & 

Inoue, 2007). For instance, Nepal has pioneered 

decentralized governance models that empower local 

communities in decision-making (Dahal & Chapagain, 

2008). In South Asia, Nepal is considered as the pioneer in 

CBFM (MoFSC, 1993). Community Forestry in Nepal has 

been very progressive and well known over the last three 

decades as an institutional innovation that enabled local 

users to control and manage forestry resources for the 

improvement of their livelihoods (Maharjan et al., 2009). 

About 15.67% of the total area of the country, 34.98% of 

its total forested area, 56.90% of total Households, and 

62.68% of the total population of Nepal being engaged in 

community forestry (Pandey & Pokhrel, 2021). The 

neighboring country India has also been implementing 

CBFM in the name of joint forest management (JFM) since 

1980s (Balooni & Inoue, 2009). Like India and Nepal, the 

government of Bangladesh, Sri Lanka and Bhutan also put 

emphasizes on CBFM since the early 1980s and a number 

of forestry projects have been implemented with the 

participation of local community having both success and 

failure in intended project outcomes (Gilmour, 2004; Nath 

et al., 2016; Tshering, 2006). 

Despite the significance of CFM in South Asia, a critical 

research gap persists. Previous studies have often been 

fragmented, lacking a comprehensive assessment of CFM 

initiatives in the region (Baynes et al., 2015; Buffum et al., 

2010; Ghimire & Lamichhane, 2020; Nath et al., 2016; 

Paudel et al., 2022; Shyamsundar & Ghate, 2014). This gap 

underscores the urgent need for a thorough review to better 

understand the complexities of community forest 

management (CFM) in South Asia. Therefore, this study 

aims to provide a complete overview of CFM programs in 

Nepal, Bhutan, Bangladesh, and Sri Lanka. By exploring 

their achievements and ongoing challenges, this study 

seeks to inform policies, guide practices, and inspire 

innovative approaches. The insights gained have the 

potential to shape not only the destinies of these nations but 

also global strategies for forest conservation, climate 

resilience, and sustainable livelihoods. The subsequent 

sections of this study will reveal the complex stories, 

difficulties, and achievements embedded within the 

community forest landscapes of these four South Asian 

countries, providing valuable insights to guide both 

regional policies and global initiatives. 

 

2. Materials and methods 
 

This study adopted a systematic review approach to 

examine the status of CBFM in South Asian countries, 

focusing on its benefits, challenges, and key lessons. 

Relevant literature was identified through comprehensive 

searches in Google Scholar and ResearchGate using 

keywords such as “community-based forest management,” 

“community forestry,” "community forestry south asia" 

and related terms for country-specific. The initial search 

yielded 1,600 records, which were then screened in 

accordance with the PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items 

for Systematic reviews and Meta-Analyses) guidelines as 

shown in Figure 1. After removing 443 duplicates, 731 

records were screened based on titles and abstracts, 

resulting in the exclusion of 511 studies that did not meet 

the review criteria. A total of 220 full-text articles were 

assessed for eligibility, of which 133 were excluded due to 

their focus on unrelated geographical contexts, lack of 

relevance to the research questions, or lack of peer review. 

Ultimately, 87 studies were included in the final analysis. 

The selected literature was analysed thematically to 

synthesise evidence on CBFM outcomes, governance 

practices, socio-economic benefits, ecological impacts, 

persistent challenges, and actionable lessons relevant for 

policymakers and practitioners in the region. 

This study was done from September to December 2022, 

and the Global Research Institute and Training Center acted 

as a medium for collaboration among all the authors of this 

paper.  
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  Figure 1: PRISMA flow diagram for the study of CBFM 

3. Results and discussion 

3.1 Status of Nepal 

In Nepal and other developing countries, forests play a 

crucial role in rural livelihoods and environmental 

sustainability (Dev et al., 2003). Studies on community 

forests in Nepal have highlighted their positive impact 

including increased forest productivity (Adhikari et al., 

2007; Dev & Adhikari, 2013), reduced deforestation and 

restoration of greenery (Paudel et al., 2015; Bluffstone, 

2015; Oldekop et al., 2019; Jha et al., 2020; KC et al., 

2021), forest cover expansion (DFRS, 2015; Niraula et al., 

2013; Pokharel et al., 2018), improved soil fertility and 

water quality (Bhatta et al., 2014; Devkota et al., 2018; 

Nuberg et al., 2019), and biodiversity conservation 

(Paudyal et al., 2017).  

CBFM provides forest products for daily use and 

contributes significantly to the rural economy and 

livelihoods through the production of fuelwood, timber, 

grass, fodder, leaf litter, and edible wild foods (Adhikari et 

al., 2007; Ghimire & Lamichhane, 2020). Community 

forests also offer employment opportunities, known as 

"green jobs," benefiting over a million poor people in Nepal 

(Adhikari et al., 2007), while generating revenue through 

the sale of various forest products (Bhatt et al., 2021; Kanel 

& Dahal, 2008). However, Bhatt et al. (2021) found that the 

annual revenue generation for timber and fuelwood selling 

is quite less (average revenue per year is USD 3.3 million). 

The reason for minimal economic outcomes may be due to 

the issues of forest governance, policy constraints on 

harvesting, and poor involvement of the private sector in 

marketing and harvesting of forest products, high 

transaction costs (Gritten et al., 2015; Poudyal et al., 2013; 

Sharma et al., 2017). In addition, political interference 

make frequent and unpredictable changes in policies and 

plans in Nepal that ultimately discouraged forest 

government officials in timber management that, in fact, 

increased uncertainty and created ambiguity in the timber 

market (Paudel et al., 2014). Macqueen (2010) also 

reported that CFUGs in Nepal are deficient in 

knowledge/skill/ capacity, technical know-how, financial 

resources, materials and equipment for carrying out forest 

management operations. Similarly, studies worldwide 

suggest that forest-based enterprises in community forests 

can be successful in generating income and employment 

opportunities (Anderson et al., 2006; Del Gatto et al., 2018; 

Gilmour, 2016), the situation in Nepal's community 

forestry enterprises is challenging. Despite the significant 

economic potential of Nepal's forestry, including the trade 

of forest products and services, many community forestry 

enterprises in Nepal have struggled to prosper (Subedi et 

al., 2014). For example, the Chaubas community sawmill 

in Kavre district of Nepal, initially profitable, was unable 

to sustain its production in the long term (Kelly & Aryal, 

2007). This was due to internal conflicts, mismanagement, 

and poor leadership within community forest user groups 

(CFUGs), political instability, lack of supportive 

government policies and regulations, corruption and 

embezzlement of financial resources (Shrestha et al., 2022). 

Community forestry has also contributed to the growth of 

social capital in both the rural and urban areas of Nepal 

(Acharya, 2004; Dev et al., 2003). A survey by MoFSC 

(2011) among 137 CFUGs found that community forests 

have had a positive impact on the participation of various 

groups, particularly the rural poor, women, and Dalits 

(lower-caste groups). Investments from the Community 

Forestry Fund have led to improved village-level 

infrastructures, such as paths, bridges, community 

buildings, schools, temples, drinking water supply etc 

indirectly enhancing social capital (Dev et al., 2003; Thani 

& Kandel, 2021). However, many questions have been 

raised by large number of researchers in social capital most 

particularly in good governance, institutional sustainability 

and issues related to equity aspects of forest management 

such as distribution of costs and benefits, access to 

decision-making (Adhikari & Di Falco, 2004; Giri & Ojha, 

2010; Gurung et al., 2013; Nightingale, 2011; Parajuli et 

al., 2015) as it is still seen that most of the CFUGs are led 

by the elite and wealthier groups, and poor and 

marginalized groups are just excluded from the community 

forestry due to social structure and economic condition 

(Bhatt et al., 2021). 

Studies have underscored the significant role of community 

forest management of Nepal in the conservation of plants 

and animals (KC, 2017; Luintel et al., 2018; Paudel & KC, 

2014; Pokhrel, 2007; Shrestha et al., 2010). This 

conservation impact is attributed to the increasing density 

of the forest cover, increased plantation, reduced 

deforestation and degradation, reduced illegal hunting and 
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conservation of endangered species (KC, 2017; Paudel et 

al., 2021). However, there are contrasting perspectives on 

the impact of active management by Community Forest 

User Groups (CFUGs) on biodiversity conservation.  For 

instance, the primary focus of CBFM in Nepal has been 

economic, with a strong emphasis on wood production 

(Poudyal et al., 2019). Consequently, many of the newly 

forested areas have evolved into monocultures, which are 

well-suited for wood production but do not serve as suitable 

wildlife habitats (Liu et al., 2018). These monoculture and 

economically focused practices within community-

managed forests cannot provide sufficient food for animals, 

leading them to encroach into settlements in search of 

sustenance (Koirala et al., 2021). This encroachment, in 

turn, escalates the human-wildlife conflict, posing 

additional challenges to both conservation efforts and 

human livelihoods (Koirala et al., 2021). Furthermore, the 

active management approach, particularly when favoring 

economically valuable plant species, may unintentionally 

introduce homogeneity into forest structures. For instance, 

people often focus on economically valuable plant species 

and may remove unwanted species, inadvertently leading 

to lower species diversity and, in some cases, even 

contributing to the risk of extinction for these undesired 

plant species (Shrestha et al., 2010). Such practices may be 

driven by a stronger emphasis on short-term economic 

gains and a knowledge gap regarding the significance of 

biodiversity and ecosystem services from it (Shrestha et al., 

2010). Additionally, Thani et al. (2019) reported various 

gaps in community forest management plans regarding 

biodiversity conservation that encompass various aspects, 

such as the redundancy of issues on biodiversity and 

ecosystem services within these plans, an undue focus on 

timber production, limited provisions for wildlife 

conservation, unfavorable public perceptions of wildlife 

conservation due to human-wildlife conflicts, the 

predominance of socio-economic factors in decision-

making, the insufficient consideration of introduced, 

invasive, and alien species' impacts, the absence of 

strategies for adapting to and mitigating the effects of 

climate change on biodiversity and ecosystem services, and 

the diminishing biological corridors as a result of habitat 

fragmentation. While Nepal's community forestry program 

has successfully increased forest cover, there is a need to 

shift the focus towards biodiversity conservation. This 

includes diversifying forest habitats beyond monocultures, 

implementing wildlife management strategies, and 

addressing issues like human-wildlife conflict to ensure 

that reforested areas benefit both the economy and 

biodiversity. 

Similarly, Community Forest in Nepal provide economic 

benefits through ecotourism (Birch et al., 2014; Chhetri et 

al., 2012; Paudel & Ojha, 2013; Wang, 2017). For instance, 

a study by Birch et al. (2014) demonstrated that recreation 

activities in Phulchoki Important Bird Area (IBA) generate 

direct net income of $8,000 per year for five CFUGs 

($1,600 per CFUG) through visitor charges. Additionally, 

the wider economy benefits from recreation, with a value 

of $998,000 per year through visitor expenditures on food, 

drinks, wood for campfires, and local transportation (Birch 

et al., 2014). Another case study in Baghmara Community 

Forest showed that nature-based tourism generates an 

average annual profit of 10 million rupees ($96,000) and a 

total income of 11 million rupees ($107,691) per year for 

the user group (Wang, 2017). Some of the CFUGs in 

eastern Nepal generate substantial revenue from 

ecotourism activities (GoN, 2020). CF adjoining to national 

parks in Chitwan and Bardiya also generate income from 

forest hiking, elephant safari, and boating activities (MoFE, 

2013). Various users directly or indirectly benefit from 

environmental and ecosystem services from CF, but due to 

lack of recognition as well as a mechanism for collecting 

payment for these services, they are unable to generate 

income. A key challenge for CF is to develop and 

institutionalize workable mechanisms of payment for 

environmental/ecosystem services which they are 

providing to downstream users (Birch et al., 2014). 

 

3.2 Status of Bangladesh 
 

Community forestry in Bangladesh has shown positive 

impacts in various areas, including employment generation, 

income generation, women empowerment, restoration of 

degraded lands, reduced conflict between forestry officials 

and local farmers, decreased encroachment on government 

lands, and lower rates of deforestation (Jashimuddin & 

Inoue, 2012; Nath et al., 2016; Zashimuddin, 2004). 

CBFM's experience has demonstrated that securing 

resources for the impoverished, expanding the availability 

of resources, and offering opportunities for income-

generating activities have all contributed to a reduction in 

rural poverty (Farouque et al., 2017). According to Khisa et 

al. (2006), community managed forest are the major 

sources of bamboo and wood required for house 

construction, medicinal products, and other sustainable 

biomass needs of poor hill villagers. Community forestry 

projects have contributed to woodlot plantation, 

agroforestry plantation, strips plantations along roads, 

railways, and canal embankments, the establishment of 

nurseries and training centers as well as strengthening 

mutual relationships between the Forest department and 

local people (Jashimuddin & Inoue, 2012). For instance, a 

total of 30,666 ha of woodlot plantations, 87,78 ha of 

agroforestry plantations, and 48,420 km of strip plantations 

have been established by forest development under the 

community forest program in Bangladesh since the mid-

1980s (Jashimuddin & Inoue, 2012). CBFM program has 

improved social capital for individuals who have been shut 

out of mainstream social and political processes and left 

powerless which has promoted social cohesiveness 

(Farouque et al., 2017). The perception of local people 

toward community forests has also changed in a positive 

way as they stimulate social equity, enhance community 

capacity, and mitigate crime (Boykoff, 2011). Similarly, in 

Chittagong hill tracts, village common forests (community 

initiated) have prepared goals for biodiversity conservation 

(Baten et al., 2010) maintaining rare plants and animals.  

On the other hand, Forests in Bangladesh are 

deteriorating at an alarming rate in terms of both area and 

quality as a result of socioeconomic pressure, poverty, 
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overexploitation, and declining productivity and 

sustainability of forest resources (Jashimuddin & Inoue, 

2012). As per the Global Forest Assessment 2015, 

Bangladesh annually lost 2600 ha of primary forest land 

i.e., 1.494 million ha in 1990 to 1.429 million ha in 2015 

(IUCN and BFD, 2016). One of the major challenges is the 

lack of adequate institutional support and poor governance 

(Jashimuddin & Inoue, 2012; Mollick et al., 2018; 

Muhammed et al., 2008; Nath et al., 2016; Sarker et al., 

2017) have reported inadequate institutional support and 

poor governance as significant hurdles. The absence of 

transparent management of project funds and bias in the 

selection of beneficiaries are also identified as challenges 

in community forestry (Jashimuddin & Inoue, 2012). For 

instance, two recent examples can be cited that reflect the 

poor and exclusionary forest governance in Bangladesh. 

The proposed Rampal coal-fired power station, located 

near the Sundarbans, has faced criticism due to insufficient 

public involvement in the decision-making process and a 

lack of consideration for public concerns. This reflects 

governance challenges in protecting a vital mangrove forest 

(Begum, 2022). Tribal communities in the Chittagong Hill 

Tracts, constituting 10% of Bangladesh's land, are excluded 

from forest resource ownership and management. This 

exclusion highlights governance issues that lead to disputes 

and hinder forest management (Begum, 2022). In essence, 

the absence of adequate institutional support and poor 

governance can hinder the effectiveness of community 

forestry projects, leading to a range of negative 

consequences, including financial mismanagement, local 

people exclusion and bias in beneficiary selection. 

Furthermore, the absence of alternative income generation 

activities poses a challenge to the sustainability of 

community forestry in the nation (Islam et al., 2012). 

Limited economic opportunities other than forestry 

activities can make it difficult for local communities to rely 

solely on forest resources for their livelihoods (Islam et al., 

2013). The lack of diversification in income sources 

increases the vulnerability of communities and limits their 

ability to benefit fully from community forestry initiatives. 

3.3 Status of Bhutan 

To enhance community involvement in the management 

of national forests, the first community forest was initiated 

at Dozam, Drametse Geog, Mongar Dzongkhag, in 1993. 

Currently, 4% of the total government reserve forest i.e., 

108879.489 hectares has been donated to 34169 rural 

households i.e.  25% of the total rural households in the 

country as Community Forests (CFs) (Tshering & Yoezer, 

2023).  

During the past decade, various projects such as the 

Third Forestry Development Project, the Wang Watershed 

Management Project, and since 2002, the Participatory 

Forest Management Project had done a trial by CF (Social 

Forestry Division, 2010). Agriculture in Bhutan is mostly 

subsistence-oriented and seasonal, so timber and fuel wood 

from CF can generate income and potentially improve local 

people's livelihoods.  For example, In Zhasela CF, the 

community forest user groups (CFUGs) was involved in 

constructing furniture from CF timber which was then 

traded to generate income for the community fund 

(Tshering, 2010). According to Meijboom et al. (2008), 

farmers of Bjoka village, earned almost 70% of their annual 

income by selling handicrafts prepared from canes and 

bamboo. Similarly, CFUGs also supported rehabilitee 

degraded forests, and protect wildlife, and water sources 

thus the environment was preserved. For example 

Shambayung CF, Dechen Kinga Choeling CF, and 

Ziptangzur CF have been established to conserve water 

sources (Dorji, 2011). Community Forest Programme 

contributed to decreasing poverty through the development 

of enterprises and by selling timber and non-timber forest 

products (Dorji, 2014). For instance, from the lemon grass 

distillation fees, Drametse CF has earned Nu. 53,841 (about 

US$ 1,200) for the community (Tshering & Wangdi, 2006). 

According to Roder et al. (2003), leaf litter was picked for 

cattle bedding and fertilizing agricultural farms, fodder 

species for cattle feeding, mushrooms are collected as 

vegetables (Namgyel, 1996), and fuelwood for cooking and 

heating (Dick & Yonten, 1995). For fencing and 

scaffolding, and religious flag poles, timber products such 

as beams, planks, and poles are used (Moktan, 2010). 

Community funds were collected as membership fees, 

penalties, timber sales, and donations from community 

forests which can be provided as loans to the user group in 

low interest to cope with risks and improve their living 

conditions. (Pretzsch, 2022) and also to send their children 

to schools (Wangchuk, 2011). To build local governance 

capacity and to extend forest management responsibilities, 

community forest program played a vital role (Dorji, 2011). 

Similarly, to conserve watersheds and to supply water 

downstream, various payments for environmental service 

schemes were established at CF (Choden, 2020).  

Incidences of forest fires in fire-prone areas have been also 

reduced with the aid of CF (Temphel et al., 2005; Yangzom 

et al., 2008). Communities also characterized the 

maintenance of fresh air, carbon sequestration, and 

neutralization of soil erosion to the presence of live trees in 

the forest (Wangchuk, 2021). It is reported that after 

establishing CF, Forest conditions have been improved 

along with the increase in vegetation cover (Temphel et al., 

2005).  

However, community forestry in Bhutan also faces 

certain challenges. One of the challenges is the improper 

demarcation of community forest boundaries. This issue, as 

identified by Wangchuk et al. (2018), can lead to conflicts 

and disputes among stakeholders. Proper demarcation and 

clear delineation of boundaries are crucial to ensure 

effective management and utilization of community forests. 

Another challenge is the lack of coordination among 

stakeholders. Study by Wangchuk et al. (2018) have 

emphasized the importance of coordination among 

different stakeholders involved in community forestry 

initiatives. Effective coordination and collaboration are 
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essential to ensure smooth implementation and sustainable 

management of community forests. Furthermore, the lack 

of technical capacity among community forest user groups 

poses a challenge. Wangchuk et al. (2018) have identified 

the need to enhance the technical skills and knowledge of 

community forest user groups. Building their capacity in 

forest management practices, sustainable harvesting 

techniques, and business skills can contribute to the 

successful operation of community forestry initiatives. 

Most of the community forests still don’t have proper 

infrastructure i.e., capital, labor, etc for the day-to-day 

functioning of their CFs (Tshering, 2023). For example, the 

labor shortage in Bumthang CFs has discouraged some 

members from not joining the membership (Wangchuk et 

al., 2018). Although CFUGs have been fruitful in grouping 

people and in establishing social capital at the group level, 

there is as yet a relatively low amount of financial capital 

for the members of the CF. For example, a shortage of 

financial capital has led to a lack of market access due to 

the absence of roads in the Shambayung CF. In this context, 

it is useful to identify approaches that can directly benefit 

poor members of the CFMG (Phuntsho et al., 2011). 

3.4 Status of Sri Lanka  

Ekanayake et al. (2022) observed that Community 

forestry in Sri Lanka improved community livelihoods 

along with significant advancements in natural, social, 

financial, and physical capital. This study also highlighted 

that the community forestry program significantly reduced 

the occurrence of forest fires due to a decrease in the 

number of tree stumps, felled trees, and lopped trees in 

forest areas as well as percentage of invasive species was 

reduced almost six-fold during the same period as SMBs 

(i.e. 2012 to 2018). Similarly, A study conducted by 

Fernando (2017) in Sri Lanka aimed to evaluate the 

economic benefits derived from the community forestry 

program. The findings revealed several advantages 

including increased engagement of youth and women in 

income-generating activities, the construction of village 

access roads and agricultural roads, diversified incomes 

through non-timber forest products, improved biodiversity, 

and carbon stock storage (Fernando, 2017). Community-

based Forest management in Sri Lanka has contributed to 

social stability in rural communities, efficient utilization of 

resources and production of essential commodities, 

sustainable environmental services, employment creation, 

livelihood development through community-based forest 

enterprises, biodiversity conservation, and forest 

restoration among other benefits (De Zoysa, 2017). 

Community-based Forest management also aimed to 

enhance the living standard of rural communities, optimize 

local resource use, and contribute to financial community-

oriented transactions (Ekanayake et al., 2020). The 

community forestry program in Sri Lanka has been 

successful in providing various benefits, including 

increased forest cover, increased income, and livelihood 

support (Fernando, 2017). However, challenges related to 

resource availability, governance, and legal frameworks 

must be addressed to maximize the potential of community 

forests (Ekanayake et al., 2020). The  

analytical studies done on the Sri Lanka Australia 

Natural Resource Management Project (SLANRMP 2004 

to 2009) proved that ‘Community Forestry’ (CF) is the 

most cost-effective and successful approach for 

reforestation (Fernando, 2017). Community involvement is 

the foundation for the success in the reduction of 

deforestation and forest degradation. Participation in 

community forestry programs has been shown to reduce 

invasive species and forest fires (Ekanayake et al., 2020). 

However, managing community forests in Sri Lanka 

poses certain challenges. These include changes in the 

availability of forest resources, deficiencies in marketing 

and communication, lack of secure tenure or access rights 

to forest resources, weak community governance, and 

discriminatory government laws about community forest 

activities (De Zoysa, 2017).

 

Table 1: Lessons Learnt  

 

Country Successes Challenges Recommendations  

Nepal ✔ Increased forest 

productivity, 

reduced 

deforestation, 

improved soil 

fertility, and 

biodiversity 

conservation 

✔ Improved rural 

economy and 

livelihoods through 

the production of 

forest products and 

"green jobs 

✔ Forest governance 

issues, policy 

constraints, poor 

private sector 

involvement, and 

political interference 

✔ Encroachment of 

wildlife into 

settlements  

✔ Lack of mechanisms 

for collecting payments 

for ecosystem services 

✔ Inclusive and equitable 

participation should be 

encouraged 

✔ Stable policies and good 

governance should be 

maintained 

✔ Focus on diversifying 

forest habitats, 

implementing wildlife 

management strategies, 

and addressing human-

wildlife conflicts  

✔ Develop and 

institutionalize workable 
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✔ Environmental and 

ecosystem services 

to downstream 

users 

mechanisms for payment 

for ecosystem services  

✔ Invest in capacity-

building programs 

Bangladesh ✔ Employment 

generation, 

women's 

empowerment, 

restoration of 

degraded lands, and 

conflict between 

forestry officials 

and local farmers 

have been reduced. 

✔ Improved social 

capital and 

promoted social 

cohesiveness by 

including 

previously 

marginalized 

individuals. 

✔ Stimulate social 

equity, enhance 

community 

capacity, and 

mitigate crime. 

✔ Socioeconomic 

pressure, 

overexploitation, and 

declining productivity 

and sustainability of 

forest resources 

✔ Inadequate institutional 

support and poor 

governance  

✔ Ensuring transparency 

in the management of 

project funds and 

equitable selection of 

beneficiaries is crucial 

✔ Lack of alternative 

income-generating 

activities 

 

✔ Strengthen institutional 

support and ensure 

transparent and effective 

governance in forest 

management 

✔ Explore opportunities for 

diversifying income 

sources for local 

communities to reduce 

their vulnerability  

✔ Focus on environmental 

protection and the 

preservation of critical 

ecosystems, such as the 

Sundarbans mangrove 

forest 

Bhutan ✔ Improved local 

people's livelihoods 

through the sale of 

timber and non-

timber forest 

products, 

handicrafts, and 

other enterprises.  

✔ Environmental 

conservation by 

rehabilitating 

degraded forests, 

protecting wildlife, 

preserving water 

sources, and 

reducing forest 

fires. 

✔ Building of Local 

Governance 

Capacity 

✔ Improper demarcation 

of community forest 

boundaries  

✔ Ineffective 

coordination among 

different stakeholders  

✔ Lack of technical 

capacity among 

community forest user 

groups  

✔ Lack of proper 

infrastructure and 

financial capital 

✔ Focus on sustainable 

practices that enhance 

the health and resilience 

of its forests 

✔ Invest in capacity-

building programs to 

enhance the technical 

skills and knowledge, 

including forest 

management practices 

and sustainable 

harvesting techniques 

Sri Lanka  ✔ Reduced the 

occurrence of forest 

fires, controlled 

invasive species, 

✔ Ensuring secure tenure 

and access rights to 

forest resources for 

local communities is 

crucial. 

✔ Engage local 

communities and 

stakeholders in decision-

making processes and 
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and increased forest 

cover. 

✔ Social stability in 

rural communities 

and enhanced 

community 

participation in 

forest management 

✔ The Sri Lanka 

Australia Natural 

Resource 

Management 

Project highlighted 

CF as the most cost-

effective and 

successful approach 

for reforestation. 

✔ Discriminatory 

government laws 

strengthen community 

governance mechanisms. 

✔ Develop effective 

marketing and 

communication 

strategies 

✔ Strengthen community 

governance mechanisms 

✔ Invest in training and 

awareness programs to 

enhance the skills and 

knowledge of 

community forest user 

groups 

4. Conclusion 

The examination of community-based forest 

management in selected South Asian countries reveals a 

common thread of positive impacts on livelihoods, 

environmental sustainability, and social cohesion. 

Community forestry initiatives have proven to be 

effective in enhancing the economic well-being of local 

communities, reducing poverty, and providing income-

generating opportunities. Moreover, these programs have 

played a pivotal role in environmental conservation, 

contributing to increased forest cover, biodiversity 

preservation, and a reduction in deforestation. Selected 

South Asian countries have successfully promoted social 

inclusion and empowerment, with a focus on engaging 

marginalised groups, women, and youth in forest 

management, fostering social stability. However, these 

achievements have not come without their set of 

challenges, including resource availability, governance, 

and legal frameworks. The lessons to be learned from this 

review emphasise the importance of active community 

engagement, income diversification, sustainable forest 

management, improved governance, cost-effective 

approaches, and advocacy for supportive policies. It 

draws attention to policymakers on how elite capture and 

political interference still exclude marginalised groups, 

suggesting the need for governance reforms and inclusive 

decision-making structures. By embracing these lessons, 

these South Asian nations can further harness the 

potential of community forestry to ensure the well-being 

of their people and the sustainable stewardship of their 

natural resources. 
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