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ABSTRACT This paper attempts 10 assess the role of
forest vicinily women dwellers in forest protection, as
was exhiblied in Bankura distric of West Bengal. The
relative success of forest management programmes in
ithe district of Bankura (a5 revealed from the discussion)
seems o be becouse of favourable interplay of three
factors first, the grassroats participation of women in
ithe programme; sccond, A rational perception about the
balance between forest exploitation and forest protec-
ton among the trikals who have been maintaining o
symboltle relationship with the forest around them for
ages and third, the administrative support provided by
1he state government under the morms suggested by the
Mational Forest Folicy, 1988, regarding protection of
nalural Farests.

The Government of West Bengal (a State of
Indian Union) won the sixteenth J. Paul Getty
Avward for the year 1993, This prestigious award
is given Lo successful persons/organisations for
appreciable performance or opening up a new
vista in preservation of world environment, for-
est and wild life. This award carries a sum of
£50,000 and a citation. Obviously this is an in-
spiring event in the country like India in which
forests have been suffering from serious deple-
ton over the years due 1o wanton exploitation
of forest resources wiz, fuel wood, fodder, tm-
ber and of course, wild animals, However, as
noted by Mrs, Rashi Modi, a tribal Forest Pro-
tecton Committee (FPC) member, and one of
the members of the team constituted for receiv-
ing the award on behalf of West Bengal Gov-
ernment, the contribution of the forest vicinity
dwellers who had performed ground work of
this noble job of forest profection will probably
remain unrecognised and unrewarded. The
credit is likely 1o be monopolised by the Forest
Department personnel who performed mainly
the supervisory role and enjoy full security as

paid government servants. She further pointed
out that it is quite impossible for hardly a doz-
en departmental workers (employed in a 'beat"
that covers on an average about 2000 hectares
of forest) Lo accomplish the task without peo-
ple's participation in general, and particularly
the participation of women who have been
maintaining living link with forests since time
immemorial,

The present paper seeks to highlight the is-
sue of participatory forest management with
special reference to role of women in preserva-
tion of forest, as exhibited in Bankura district
of West Bengal, The specific features of this
district are a rélati\re,l}' higher proportion of
degenerated/denuded forest arca and again rel-
atively higher proportions of tribals and semi-
tribals® in its population. The paper is based on
both secondary data and first hand information
gathered by the author while observing the
functioning of the FPCs including a few all-
women FPCs in the district during the authors'
several visiis.

BANKURA FORESTS

The forest area of Bankura covers about 19
per cent of the geographical area of the district,
This proportion is relatively higher compared
to the State average of 13 per cent but relative-
Iy lower compared to the all-India average of 22
per cent. The entire forests of the district fall
under the category of protected forest, as de-
fined by the Indian Forest Act, a few patches of
reserved and unclassified forests being an ex-
ception, The forests are primarily concentrat-
ed in the northen and southern portion of the
district (Table 1). The tree species of these for-
esls consists mainly of sal and in some cases,
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Table | : Forest aren of Bankura district

Dhivigion Total M. aof N of
Joresr ranges Bears
area (ha)

Bankura Nanh T3.5688 # 30

Bankura South 6, (42 mw 34

Toital 1,398,730 I8 G4

Source - Forest Depariment, Bankura

sal with other indigenous species like aagsan,
pea-sal, kurchi, dha, mahul, palas, bahara, ken-
du, sida, pial etc. These forests occur in small
paiches with varying degree of tree cover de-
pending upon the configuration terrain, inter-
spersed with paddy fields, hamlets and barren/
wasle land. A sizable proportion of the forest
area suffers from degeneration or denudation.
Such lands have been taken up under plantation
of various quick growing and indigenous tree
species along with provision for growing inter-
crops like babuigrass®, arhar’, tasar® and lac
rearing, etc., by the forest fringe population, Ta-
ble 2 depicts the plantation activities in the dis-
trict for the last five years (1988-92).

Table 2 : Flaniailon aciiviiies during ihe years 1988-92

Fear Area under planearion (ha)
198788 1945
198889 L6135
1989-90 46
1990-91 3750
1991-92 1660

Sowrce : Forest Department Office, Bankura

Faorest Management in Bankura District

Since the early days of British rule (1793)till
the abolition of the zamindary system’ in 1953,
the forests of Bankura have suffered from mis-
management under the control of private own-
ers, mosily the zamindars. The private owners
used to exploit these forests as per their whims
and fantasies. It is only after the governmenial
take-over in 1953 that the forests were brought
under some kind of scientific management,
However, even during the fifties and sixties, the
forests of Bankura district suffered from serious
depletion due to illegal alliance of old zamind-
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ars, forest officials and traders engaged in tim-
ber trading, The increasing population pressure
on forest land and lack of people's awareness
about the system made the situation only worse.
It is during the seventies onwards thal the peo-
ple were made conscious of the situation and
were involved in developmental planning pro-
cess through strengthening Panchayati Raj In-
stitutions (PRIs)*.

The launching of a pilot project at Arabari (in
the neighbouring Mindapore district) in 1971-
72, aiming at regeneration of forests in waste-
land with the help of forest-fringe people, was
the first step that paved the way for people’s par-
ticipation in forest management. The social for-
estry project came thereafter in 1981, which
again acted favourably in strengthening the ties
between the peaple, the forest officials and the
panchayat bodies, It is in this background that
the concept of participatory management of for-
est was translated into reality through formation
of FPCs. In the light and spirit of the National
Forest Policy Resolution 1988, the Government
of West Bengal issued orders to the Forest De-
partments explicity defining the structure and
functions of FPCs and usufructory benefits 1o be
made available to the members against their ser-
vices, The status of such FPCs in Bankura dis-
trict during 1991-92 is shown in table 3, It indi-
cates that about 36 per cent of the forest area was

Tahle 3 ; Present status of FPCs in Bankura District

199192
Total No. of FPCs Ti6
Total Area Protected by FPCs TTETS ha
Tatal Mo, of Members of FPCs 87,086
Tatal Mo, of 5.C. Members 26,422
Tatal Mo, of 5.T. Members 22535
Total Women Members 3,368

5.C. = Scheduled Caste, 5.T. = Scheduled Tribe
Spurce : Forest Office, Bankura

covered under FPCs by that year, Since then, the
institution has become even more wide; many
registered FPCs have been added and still more
are in the process of registration. Itis expected
that the entire forest area of the district would be
covered by FPCs in near luture.
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Women in Participatory Forest Managemeni

Women have generally been neglected all
through the development planning process in
India, Generally, a family is considered as a
basic unit in the development programmes. On
that basis, it is assumed that once the benefits
reach the family, it will be distributed within the
family members irrespective of sex-bias. But,
in practice, such a thing does not happen, Sec-
ondly, the prevailing customs, values, trails that
have cast huge responsibilities on the rural
women make il impermeable for them to enter
into the putside world = which could provide
the opportunities for work and exposure and,
thereby, raising their level of consciousness,
These imposed traditional norms are responsi-
ble for lower participation by rural women in
development programmes.

While designing the schemes for forest
profection through people’s participation, wom-
en's involvement was not taken inlo account
initially. Even though the male members of the
forest fringe arcas knew well that women are
more concerned with forest, they did not raise
the issue. Women's participation in forest man-
agement was taken into account only when a
hand of organised labouring class women of the
forest-vicinity areas, with the inspiration of
some NGOs and progressive women leaders,
raised their voice before the government
through panchayat bodies.

In 1981, some NGO activists started organis-
ing forest-fringe labouring women workers of
Bankura, mostly belonging to Scheduled Castes
{5.Cs) and Scheduled Tribes (8. Ts). With their
efforts over the last fifteen years, they were ca-
pable of organising 19 labouring women's or-
ganisations with more than 1600 members.
These organisations have now been networked
under the apex body, known as Nari Bikash
Sangha{NBS)with a permanent headquarters at
Thilimili, These organisations accomplished an
ambitious projecton "Waste Land Development
through Women's Organisation’ funded by In-
ternational Labour Organisation (ILO), Danida,
and Waste Land Development Board, Govern-

mentof [ndia. These organisations, intotal, have
acquired about 350 acres of waste land,” and
brought it under plantation with about 7.5 lakhs
tasar cocoon rearing host trees. Many of the
members are also now earning a good income
through tasar cocoon cultivation. Some have
exhibited their organisational capabilities by
getting elected in panchayat bodies. Allthese
have led the panchayvat body at the district level
to percolate this message of gigantic success of
the rural labouring women to other panchayat
bodies. Here again, NBS workers had acted as
motivators in such campaign programme.

The secretary of NBS, who recently returned
attending Rio World Summit on Environment,
said that "Before our status as migrant labour-
ers was disregarded not only by the government
and forest personnel but also by the so called
upper section of our neighbouring people. Mow
the situation has changed, we are respected
evervwhere even in our families. We are now
capable of protecting women's interests by in-
volving them not only in FPCs but also in oth-
er development programmes. It is our success
story that has given birth the idea of forming
FPCs exclusively by women in our district”™.

At present there are five registered FPCs in
the distnect, exclusively run by the women mem-
bers. Some more are in the process of regisira-
tion and, if the current momentun continues,
many more would emerge in near future, A brief
description of these registered FPCs is givenin
table 4. It may be seen from the table that the
existing women FPCs have been constituted
with the women belonging to Scheduled Castes

Table 4 : Reglstered women FPCs in Bankura District

Range Village Mo, of Members Forent Area
S ET Orhers Toiel Protecied

{ka)
Matgoda  Gilakhana - 35 . 13 i0
Miljora 2 35 2 63 T.0
Bhedessole - 14 . 34 L
Ramibandh Chilagara 191 83 - 4 250
indpur  Mayursscha - &4 - £4 500
Total 2T 271 2 1040 B985

5.C. = Scheduled Casie, 5.T. = Scheduled Tribe
Sowrce : Forest Depariment, Bankura
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and Scheduled Tribes, who constitute weaker
section of our society. " For the forest-fringe vil-
lage women, the forest is considered as a place
for grazing catile, collecting firewood and edi-
ble minor forest produce and also a place for
entertainment for their children. Except during
extremely hot summer and rainy days, the nor-
mial life of women and children is spent inclose
association with the forestin day times, They
recognise every tree specie, medicinal plant and
herb. They know their use in theirday today life.

After the emergence of FPCs and their sue-
cess, the government has also come forward in
recognizing their valuable experience which
they (women) have gathered since time imme-
maorial. Many of these illiterate or barely liter-
ate women are now not only conscious of the
importance of scientific forest management,
but are exceptionally vocal in expressing their
ideas. The convenor of Gilakhana FPC, said
that, "To protect forest under the disposal of our
FPC, we roam arcund the forest area through-
out the day in groups. We plan out roster duty
each evening for the next day. Guarding the
forest at night is a difficult job for us. For this
we seek help from our male members." Most
FPCs manage their respective arcas with the
same technique. An active member of May-
urnacha women FPC is of the opinion that, "Had
the Forest Department provided some gainful
employment throughout the year in the locali-
ty, wi could have performed still better. We
have to go outside during the lean seasons for
employment. During that time the forest is
guarded with less care”. An another member of
Bheduasole Women FPC expressed her deep
anguish over felling of fruit-bearing trees. She
said that, "Even before the formation of FPC in
our village, we had tried to protect these valu-
able trees”, One of the executive committee
member of Niljora FPC considers trees as
favourite as their own chidren, She said, "We
cannot think of cutting trees for sale in the mar-
ket when we have enough of food 1o eat. We are
instigated by starvation to cut trees for sale.
While cutting trees, our hands tremble as if we
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are chopping the hands and feet of our own chil-
dren”. The convenor of Chilagara FPC, point-
ing her finger towards a denuded hillock besides
her village, said that, "See, we have been giv-
en the responsibility to protect this forest with-
oul any tree cover. We can never be held re-
sponsible for it's denudation. Qur demand from
the forestis limited. Moreover, our relation with
the forest is mot inimical, rather sweet, We take
several produce from forests and in turn we give
them care. The unholy tie between greedy con-
tractors and forest officials are responsible for
this social menace, Itis not merely the hardship
caused due to fuel/fodder crisis that has com-
pelled us to take part in forest management, but
also to save this earth from environmental haz-
ards like draught, flood etc., which may occur
due to destruction of foresis”.

As all these women FPCs have been formed
within the last one or two years, it is probahly
not the time to assess the impact of women's
role in joint forest management. However, on
the basis of the evidence gathered during the ini-
tial pericd, one may say that the initiative tak-
en by the women through FPCs solely managed
by them, have been yielding better results as
compared to those managed by the male mem-
bers or those with mixed membership. The rel-
ative success of forest management in the dis-
trict seems to be because of favourable inter-
play of three factors - first, the grassroot percep-
tion of women in the programme; second, ara-
tional perception about the balance between
forest exploitation and forest protection among
the forest-fringe women population, who have
been maintaining a symbolic relationship with
the forest around them for ages, and third the
administrative support provided by the State
Government under the directives of National
Forest Policy, 1988,

Mo doubt, the realisation of the government
that the momentum of depletion of forests in the
State of West Bengal can never be checked
without people’s participation (and specially
women's participation) in forest management
and its endeavour in formation of FPCs at the
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local level, has been based on the objective re-
ality and thus praiseworthy. Unfortunately, we
found that the activities of the Forest Depart-
ment personnel in the programme seems (o be
more official and having lack of vision to in-
volve the people at large in it 50 as to make it a
people's programme, Unless the programme
emerges in the forms of a people's movement,
it can never achieve its successful culmination.

NOTES

I.  In the hirarchy of forest administration, & ‘beat’ is in
the bottom. A heal covers a specified forest anea hav-
ing its office known as heal office’ and a officer in-
charge known as "beat officer’, Range office of Rang-
er is the immediase higher body or officer in forest ad-
ministration.

2 Sednd-tribals are those who are nod iribals but lead their
lives like those of tribals. Uinlike the iribals they alsa
follow traditional cultivation technigques, ﬂe.pand
hzavily on forest prodeces and follow old cusioms,
habits, and are also less exposad to the modern soe1-
ely.

3 Sal is & tree specie that produce valuable timber.

4. Zamindary system was a form of administration preyv-
alemt during the British period in India to control the
land and forest resources. The Zamindars wers en-
trusted 1o manage the land and foresis at the local lev-
el and collect revenae on behalf of the British Gov-
ermmenl.

5. Bubui grass is used for rope making, This rope is used
by the rural people in several purposes.

6. Arhar is 3 pulee variery that grow even in wasie land.

T.  Tasar cocoons produce is o kind of yarn like that of
silk which is used vo produce warm clothes.

% Pamchayati Baj Instirutions ane the lowest form of Gov-
emment Institution in our democrathe fosm of Govenn-
ment, A few village within a cenain radius and popu-
lation constitute & panchayat. The panchayat body s

formed by people’s elecied represeniatives, A few
panchayis form a Panchayar Samiti at the block level
and a few panchayal samities from a zilla samin at the
district level. In the light of T3rd Amendment of Indi-
an Congtitution [ 1992 - the Wear Bengal Government
has made provision of 33 per cent reservation for
wammien in various bevels of panchavat bodbes.

4, ,ﬂ.m.irpct land have been transferred permanantly o

the Committeas through registered deeds. Through
such transfer the women (in groups ) kave gained prop-
erty rights which is nofmally uncommon in the mabe-
dominated society like thatof India arin seave like Wes
Bengal.

10, The Scheduled Caztes, Scheduled Tribes and other
Backward Casles people belong 10 weaker sections of
our society as they do not have adedquats means 1o con-
trod over thelr resaurces or capacity Lo approprise their
Jjust share in the development programmes.
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