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Abstract The farm and forestry divide was a slip of
development strategy of the dominant reductionist views
about people and nature. The separate policies, institutional
as well as bio-physical boundaries of farm and forestry and
the divided roles of the farmers and service providers has
resulted the greater extent of failure in both the agriculture as
well as forestry to improve the local food system,
income/employment and the fragile ecosystem. The
community based forestry, traditionally with significant
buffering role to farm and forest interface, was dragged and
boxed into orthodox forestry domain - leading this failure.
This paper critically examines the scope of rebuilding farm
forest relations for food security and environmental
sustainability analyzing the historical trajectories of farm
forest divide. It analyzes the potential of community forestry
to bring them together for food security and environmental
sustainability. We argue that a transformative agro-forestry
approach must adapt in view with to address the key issues of
food security, local livelihoods and environmental
degradation including climate change hazards. In specific,
relatively less labour intensive low input agro ecological
approach of producing food, wood and good (public)
together can be successfully reintroduced. In the changing
socio-economic and environmental context, rethinking on
rebuilding farm forestry interface is imperative, and the
transformative agriculture can play a significant role in
bridging these two systems towards more productive, viable
and sustainable solutions for future. However, it demands
very genuine initiative towards integrating farm with forest,
productivity with sustainability and equity of resources.
Along with the appropriate agroforestry technology, the
effort should also be in place to transform policies and
institutions that address the issues of resource access and
ownership.
Keywords Forced Divide, Agroforestry, Transformative
Agriculture, Food Security, Livelihoods

1. Introduction
Community Forestry (CF) practices in Nepal, with its
journey of more than three decades, has been established as a
prominent approach for the conservation and restoration of
the degraded forest lands. However, as several studies show,
one of the twin goals - actual contributions of CF to improve
the livelihoods of poor and marginalized is still limited (1-3).
While the debate has initiated among scholars and politicians
to bring more than 18000 community forestry user groups
(CFUGs) into active forest management to enhance the food
security and livelihoods of forest-dependent poor users.
These 18,000 plus CFUGs are managing over 1.4 million
hectares of forest land. However, isolated from farming
practices within its biophysical as well as social boundaries,
community forestry practice is now trapped in conservation
approach. Therefore it needs to be better understood before
seeking its potential contribution to food security and
livelihoods.
This paper intends to look into the historical development
of community forestry practice beyond agroforestry and
seeks to bring the debate on sustainable management of
natural resources through integrated farm forest system that
could address the issue of food security, migration and
climate change in the changing context. This is based on
the desk review of relevant literatures, field observation
interaction and reflection, and authors own experience. This
paper is divided into four major sections- Introduction on
farm forest interface, description on historical trajectories,
key finding and conclusion.

2. Farm Forest Interface: A Broader
Picture
It is not a surprise that many Nepali farmers are combining
forestry and agriculture on their land from generations.
Forest species are integrated in farms which provide valuable
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products to the farmer for their own household consumption
or to feeds their livestock that they rear. The standing trees
are source of nutrient recycling, biodiversity conservation,
erosion control and reduction of level of carbon dioxide in
the atmosphere. In fact, forests provides almost 90% of the
total fuel wood demand and more than 50% of the fodder
requirement to feed livestock, such as buffalo, goat in mid
hills (4). Michon et al. (5) suggested that at the local level, it
is not that easy to delineate between forests, fallows and
agroforestry in terms of vegetation structure and composition
where forests are fully integrated into agriculture activities
and most local forest managers are farmers as well.
Nepalese farming systems heavily rely on forest resources
such as leaf litter, fodder for net transfer of fertility from
stall-fed animals to cropland in the forms of organic manure
(6) . 'Agroforestry' in its term of agriculture and forestry
together is a vital source of income and employment of the
country’s economy. It contributes 33% to GDP and 90 % of
rural population is dependent on agriculture for their
subsistence livelihoods (7, 8). In rural Nepal, livestock,
forest, and agriculture practices are webbed in such a way
that separation of these three sectors at field level is
impractical.
Yet, despite of this tradition and obvious connections
between forest and agriculture, there has been a very little
effort at policy arena to bring these sectors closer.
Surprisingly, both sectors are developing long term
strategies without informing each other.
The failure of integrating farm and forest primarily relate
with the misconception underlying the current agriculture
practice of mid hills of Nepal. Misunderstanding of
traditional integrated farming system as the subsistence
agriculture at policy level and indicating it as a major
constraint in agriculture development, it has gradually
increased the distance between farm and forest thereby
making both less productive. In one hand, green revolution
agriculture is depleting soil nutrient level (9) and in other, the
commercial marketing of the forests are responsible for
degrading forest lands itself (10, 11).

3. Historical Trajectories of Farm Forest
Divide in Nepal
The agroforestry practice in the mid-hills of Nepal has a
long history where integration of crops, livestock and
forestry is managed for food security and livelihoods
(12-14).
Community forestry was re-conceptualised as a potential
strategy to meet the needs of local people (15) and protect the
environment against degradation (16) during 1970s. Initially
community forestry was defined as one of the agroforestry
approach (12). This can be seen as it gave birth to several
popular terms ending with “forestry” such as social, farm,
rural, community and agro (17-19). These are used in
different contexts and specialists maintained the distinctions
as per their interests and defined in precise technical terms
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(20). Among these, social forestry is defined as an umbrella
term - the practice of planting or using trees to pursue social
objectives through delivery of benefits to the local people
(13).
These distinct categories have huge implication on
promoting agroforestry, in particular the divide of the
institutional landscape - the target communities, the
institutional involvement and the long term programmes,
policies and strategic approaches.
There is a different meaning and perception of
agroforestry as well. Many institutions including
international centre for agroforestry (ICRAF) takes it as
simply a technological approach to enhancing the
productivity of natural resources (14). Following this
technological point of view, foresters view it as an approach
to planting trees and other forest species on farm land. On the
other hand, the agriculturists generally view it as an
integrating farm, livestock and forestry to enhance the
agriculture production. This view contradicts with the
ongoing policies and practices, which believes in
modernisation of agriculture through high input monoculture
(21). This understanding of modern agriculture disintegrated
the concept of agroforestry and compartmentalised it in two
sectors - agriculture and forestry, and thus creating strong
boundaries of separation between them.
The Nationalization of Forest and green revolution
agriculture was the beginning of the divide between farm and
forest. This was accelerated with the parallel process of
'systematic management of Terai 1 forest and planning for
conservation (22, 23) and 'planned resettlements in Nepal’s
Terai' (24). Furthermore, it was sustained with urban
development in 60s where large scale of timber harvest was
done to supply timber and other forest products to the city
centre. At the same time, agricultural land was expanded to
meet the need of these growing city centers (25).
The timber for construction and electricity poles were
mainly supplied from Terai forests (26). This led to massive
deforestation in some of the Terai region, where agriculture
was extended. This cyclic tendency continued, making
conservation a major agenda of forestry sector.
Following the suggestion of UN forest experts to 'consult
people for any proposed solutions' for forest degradation (27),
initially, local forests were handed over to local Panchayat 2,
which formed the basis of handing over community forests
to users in 90s.
On the other hand, agricultural land was expanded in Terai
with the settlement program. This led to more intensive
monoculture with the flow of hybrids, chemicals and
pesticides (24, 25). This was followed by promotion of
private forests with the aim to reduce the pressure on forest
for forest product (28). These sectoral development
approaches to farm and forest was reinforced by scientific
forest management and green revolution agriculture
schooling.

1Terai is the plain regions of nepal
2 A village council
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In this divide, Himalayan degradation was the central
argument (16, 29). It was argued that if immediate actions
are not taken, this region will turn into a desert by 2000 (30).
It was claimed that the main causes were livestock,
deforestation and population pressure. This statement was
not developed through empirical studies but rather external
expert's understanding which was 'a sort of hegemonic
discourse, and one that has become embedded in broader
global discourses on development, environmental change,
and population'(27).
On the other hand, food security was a major concern, so
subsistence agriculture was blamed for not having enough
food production. Commercialization of agriculture was seen
a way forward. Therefore, green revolution agriculture was
introduced in extended Terai lands. This was done in new
and expanded area in Terai region which is close to the
border of India – where green revolution was practiced
massively.
Forest degradation was seen as cause of overpopulation
and livestock including subsistence agriculture practices (16).
This led to a misguiding problem statement and its solution separating farm and forests. The introduction of community
forestry based on group approach reinforced separations
further as farmers became users of the forestry not the
owners of the agroforestry practices.
This divide was deepened with various programs and
practices. In forestry, forest restoration and environment
sustainability was major concern but it was coined as twin
goal- environment and livelihoods to ensure local
participation in forest conservation. In agriculture clean
monoculture was introduced as the new approach to
agriculture. Private forest was introduced with massive
plantation in Terai and grass and fodder plantation in hills
and mountain.
Separate Forestry sector master plan and Agriculture
Perspective Plan certified this divide. CF with its policy
and institutional arrangements [forest act 1993 and
community forestry regulation 1995] has become a leading
forestry program. Neither of these documents speak about
integrating farm and forest, rather specifies the core agenda
of conservation and commercial agricultural production (31).
Since 90s, there has been a dramatic shift in positions of
Community Forestry and agro forestry. CF is operating with
full recognition as program of forest department has been
receiving support from all major donors, formed 18000 plus
user groups, with user federation and community forestry
division. However, agroforestry did not receive any attention
from government as well as donors as it was taken as
traditional subsistence agriculture practice and merely an
arena for research practice. Trees on farms are taken as weed
in modern clean agriculture. This led to drastic reduction of
livestock number in hills and mountain, making agricultural
lands less productive and less fertile in the mountainous
regions. At the same time, private forestry was discouraged
by regulations which do not allow harvesting trees without
district forest officer’s permission (32).
According to some scholars, the introduction of

Community forestry widened its scope to benefit all
categories of forest dependent communities. Community
forestry broadened its definition as a village-level forestry
activity on communal/common land that community people
collectively decide and implement
the planning,
management and harvesting of forest products, and getting
livelihoods benefit and food security including other
socio-economic and ecological benefits from the forest (33).
However, the following quote from one of the field
facilitators who had also been engaged in forming CF groups
and supporting them in the mid hills of Nepal also provides
an interesting insight on how community people perceive
forestry group:
“When we visited a village to form a community forest
user group, we initially explained about the benefits of
community forestry and the processes and legal
provisions. The villagers appeared to be enthusiastic
and actively participating in the meeting. Later, when
we told them that they needed to identify the boundary
of the forest area to proceed formally with forming the
group and applying for community forest status. One of
the senior members of the village said to us, ‘Okay, if
you want to form a CFUG, take that forest over there’
showing us a degraded area of forest. He pointed to the
good natural forest near the village and said ‘this forest
is ours and we do not want [your organization] to turn it
into a community forest’. Only then did I understand to
some extent how local people perceive us and the
community forestry programme in real sense” (field
facilitator's experience quoted in (3).
Despite the potentials, the promotion of agroforestry has
never been given high priority in the country’s agricultural
and forestry development policies and plans. There was a big
shift in agroforestry practices after introduction of
community forestry. Along with this, the introduction of
monoculture in agriculture – clean sweep agriculture and
introduction of reductionist bio-diversity conservation
approaches, shifting from the wider nature conservation pushed back the spirit of agroforestry in all front. Particularly,
in Terai, young farmers of below 35 years, they cannot think
about agriculture without hybrids, chemicals and pesticides
as there was use of these chemicals and pesticides before
them.
These initiatives resulted in developing the framework of
current community forestry and leasehold forestry
programmes.
The diagram below, Adopted from (31), shows the
evolution of community forestry practices. Initially all the
agroforestry activities were initiated by donor funded field
projects. Interestingly, there is no continuity of these
initiatives once the forest areas are handed over to
communities in the name of users in community forestry and
leasehold forestry. Currently, community forestry and
leasehold forestry are the ongoing programmes under the
banner of agroforestry but both of them are driven more by
forest management perspective than the integrated system of
agroforestry (31).
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However, farmers through experience have developed
appropriate local/indigenous knowledge base about
tree–crop interaction (34).There are also small scale
scattered efforts that have given consideration to
agroforestry such as organic farming, Permaculture, planting
trees on farmlands, fodder trees in forest and Non Timber
Forest Products (NTFPs) promotion in both forest and farm
land.

4. Discussion: Rethinking on
Reintegration
In summary, the key interventions such as planned
development intervention, planned re-settlement and
expansion of agricultural lands in Terai, green revolution
agriculture and agriculture perspective plan distanced
agriculture from forestry. Similarly, the key intervention in
forestry sector such as nationalization of private forests,
urban migration, discourses created by theory of Himalayan
degradation, Panchayat forest, forestry sector master plans
led to further distance the forestry from farming systems.
It can be said that the farm and forestry divide was a slip of
development strategy of the dominant reductionist views
about people and nature. The separate policies, institutional
as well as bio-physical boundaries of farm and forestry and
the divided roles of the farmers and service providers has
resulted the greater extent of failure in both the agriculture as
well as forestry to sustain the local food system,
income/employment and the fragile ecosystem. The
community based forestry, traditionally with significant
buffering role to farm and forest interface, was dragged and
boxed into orthodox forestry domain leading this failure.
This divide was facilitated by reductionist approach of
understanding land, water, forest, agriculture and energy.
The farmers reduced to users and service providers and
technical support reduced to administrator and consultancy
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services respectively. Separate policies and institutional
mechanisms were devised to facilitate separate regimes with
particular interests of donors, technical experts, and
politicians and government official with their
techo-bureaucratic mindsets (35).
This is high time we rebuilt farm forest relations for food
security and environmental sustainability. The historical
trajectories of farm forest divide were built with specific
environmental concerns of external experts who concluded
their recommendations within their limited insights of the
situation at grassroots.
The competition for land as well as the imperative to
address climate change effects through appropriate
agro-ecological management system reinforced the need for
broader conceptualisation of agroforestry beyond these
technical approaches of community forests. It also
compelled to bring farm and forest together for sustainable
natural resource management system that can deal with the
food security, local livelihoods as well as agro-ecological
issues in a collective manner.
We see a high potential of community forestry to
transform into agroforestry practices beyond forestry regime.
While transforming community forestry regime, a
transformative agro-forestry approach must adapt in view
with to address the key issues of food security, local
livelihoods and environmental degradation including climate
change hazards. Specific consideration must be given to
reintroduce relatively less labour intensive and low input
agro ecological approach for producing food, wood and good
(public) together.
Once again the recent global debate on food security and
climate change is pushing agroforestry agenda as a potential
approach and many of the institutions are now revisiting
their approaches. The mega initiatives such as Global
Agriculture and Food Security (GAFSP) and feed the future
programmes are some of the examples in this context.
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5. Conclusions and Way Forward
In the changing socio-economic and environmental
context, rethinking on rebuilding farm forestry interface is
imperative, and the transformative agriculture can play a
significant role in bridging these two systems towards more
productive, viable and sustainable solutions for future.
However, it demands very genuine initiative towards
integrating farm with forest, productivity with sustainability
and equity of resources. Along with the appropriate
agroforestry technology, the effort should also be in place to
transform policies and institutions that address the issues of
resource access and ownership.
The way forward is to bring closer these two systems –
reintegration.
Agriculture should be viewed from
agro-ecological perspective with core activities of
biodiversity conservation, maintenance of soil fertility and
low input agriculture practices. In forestry, agroforestry
system should rebuild considering the key challenges of food
security, climate change and productive use of fertile forest
lands.
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