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Gender Stereotypes and Joint Forest Management 

Patricia Jeffery, Abha Mishra and Monika Singh  

Introduction 
One main aim of the 1988 Government of India National Forest Policy is to create “a massive 

people’s movement with the involvement of women, for achieving these objectives and minimise 

pressure on existing forests” (MoEF 1988: 2). Further, the rules of the Government of India Order 

1991 specify that at least two women should be on every village level management committee in Joint 

Forest Management programmes. The different State Government Resolutions also outline the 

proposed roles of women in Joint Forest Management. Of the four States we studied, in Gujarat, the 

1991 Resolution requires each village-level forest management committee to have at least two women 

members, so that women, who are major users, are at least represented in the decision-making 

processes. In Orissa and Madhya Pradesh, one male and one female from each member household are 

on the management committee and at least three women must be on the executive committee, with the 

additional stipulation in Madhya Pradesh that one of these three women is from a landless household. 

In Andhra Pradesh, 30% of the executive committee must be women. 

In part, the motivation for involving women in forest protection derives from the widespread 

assertions in the literature on women and the environment that women are inherently conservationist 

in orientation (Shiva 1990). In this paper, however, we argue against such homogenising assumptions 

about women’s relationships to the environment because people have diverse relationships to their 

local environments (Agarwal 1992; (Jackson 1993). Women’s situations differ considerably, both 

between different localities and within them, on the basis of class, caste/tribe and household 

circumstance. We shall also argue the need to recognise that men are often involved in activities linked 

with environmental conservationthough we must not homogenise men either. But, as (Agarwal 

1997: 10) notes, men are more likely than women to have access to private property and to wage 

employment, and to the resources that these can provide. 

Analysing gender issues in Joint Forest Management also entails examining how different states 

have implemented Joint Forest Management agreements at the local level, as well as how NGOs have 

been involved in these processes (see Thin et al, this volume). These elements, too, are variable and 

suggest that we need a healthy scepticism of general models for actively involving women in forest 

management. Can they be universally effective, whether with regard to the environmental concerns of 

Joint Forest Management or considerations of gender equity? What are the implications for policy 

formulation in relation to training, monitoring and the effective participation of villagers in forest 

management? 

This paper presents material from Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Orissa and Andhra Pradesh to address 

some of these issues. First, we examine the initiation of Joint Forest Management activities, looking 
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particularly at women’s involvement in the early meetings and planning activities and their 

membership of village forest protection committees. Second, we highlight differences among the four 

states in regard to gender issues as well as Forest Department and NGO activities. We examine forest 

protection, grass collection and fuelwood to outline women’s involvement in these activities, the 

impact of Joint Forest Management on women’s activities (even if women themselves are not directly 

involved) and variations within localities in women’s experiences and in men’s involvement in these 

activities. 

Women and Joint Forest Management initiation 
When forming village level Forest Protection Committees, the Forest Department arranges 

meetings in the selected villages at which they aim to motivate villagers to protect and regenerate 

degraded forests, through developing friendly relationships and preparing micro-plans (maybe using 

PRA techniques). Very few women are employed in the Forest Department, however, especially at the 

lower levels.1 Further, village men normally respond to queries from outsiders, whether men or 

women, because they are more accessible than women or can understand non-local speech better. 

Conventionally, too, women are not involved in any village meetings unless they are specifically 

invited.2 Thus women’s involvement in establishing Joint Forest Management agreements is generally 

marginal. 

West Rajpipla, Gujarat 

The forests of Gujarat began to degrade after the late 1960s in certain parts of North Gujarat and 

specifically after the Government rule on clear felling in 1970s. According to people in our study 

villages, Mandvi’s thick forests became seriously degraded during the mid-1970s. In some villages, 

concerns about rapid forest degradation were voiced in the monthly village meetings held to discuss 

village problems and to arrange rituals performed for the benefit of the village. By the mid-1970s, 

meetings in Balethi and Gamtalav villages were discussing forest protection and problems such as the 

lack of wood for cremation and the loss of privacy for women using the forest for toilet purposes. 

Although women in Gujarat can control economic resources and move around outside domestic space, 

they did not participate in these village meetings. 

The Forest Department was also having problems with forest protection, including political forces 

that encouraged logging (one politician’s slogan was “Cut a tree and vote for me”), timber smugglers 

backed by such politicians, head loading and violent clashes with the villagers. In the mid-1980s, 

Forest Department officials in the Mandvi range started developing informal relationships with 

villagers. Some began attending village meetings (for instance, in Gamtalav and Balethi) as part of 

                                                        
1 The significance of female forest staff is stressed in McGean et al. (1996). 
2 Agarwal (1997: 25) also discusses constraints to women’s participation in formal public meetings, even in 

tribal matrilineal communities. 
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their usual routine and expressing their wish to protect the forests. Initially the Forest Department 

could promise nothing beyond what the Conservator was entitled to givegrass from forest 

landand the informal agreements entailed villagers’ protecting patches of forest in return for grass 

that had previously been auctioned by the Forest Department. 

These meetings were the only forum for all households to have at least one representative, yet, 

while men of all ages attended, this entry point has always excluded women. In the initial stages, the 

Forest Department priority was to contact villagers and build relationships with them and Forest 

Department staff could not easily talk to the village women. Sometimes, though not always, women 

were informed about what was discussed or decided at the meetings, but decisions were basically 

taken by village men and Forest Department staff alone.3 This resulted in problems that we discuss 

further below. 

Only gradually has the Forest Department begun to include women on management committees, in 

order to fulfil the conditions for recognition as a vana vikas samiti (Forest Development Council). 

Thus, changes in village women’s participation have been brought about by government policy, not 

local efforts. 

Sambalpur, Orissa 
All over Orissa, many villages held village meetings to initiate the protection of the village 

forestland (gramya jungal) which came under their revenue boundary and was sometimes government 

forest. We may call this Community Forest Management, rather than Joint Forest Management, 

because villagers themselves started it. In Sambalpur, we found no evidence that forest protection has 

been initiated by any outside agencies, whether government or NGO. For example, in Khudamunda 

village, the young men formed a youth club (yuvak sangha) and, in consultation with the senior men 

of the village, decided to protect about 100 acres of village forest in 1976. This work was basically an 

extension of the youth club’s activities. Village women were never consulted or involved as 

committee members, and nor did they attend any meetings. The village women said they had never felt 

a need to become involved, although they might have attended meetings if they had been invited; they 

were content to leave decision-making about matters outside the household to their men. Yet women 

are users of forests. Apart from obtaining fuelwood, they collect Non-Timber Forest Produce (NTFPs) 

and feel that “the forest is Lakshmi [Goddess of wealth].” 

Further, the men making decisions about forest protection came from the wealthier households or 

from the higher castes. No men from the lower strata were involved in decision making although they 

sometimes attended meetings. This seems most pronounced in the oldest village, Lapanga, where the 

dominant castes (such as Brahmans and Sundhi) were the main decision-makers and still hold 

                                                        
3 There are rare exceptions to this, including an active and vocal woman leader, the only woman to have 

initiated Joint Forest Management in a village in South Gujarat. 
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authority, even though some members of other castes are also on the committee. From the outset, a 

few village families who contributed land and money in the initial stages have controlled this village 

committee.4 

When the Forest Department’s involvement increased and they started forming village committees, 

the inclusion of women on the executive committee was one criterion for the formation of the Forest 

Protection Committee (Vana Samarakshana Samiti, or VSS). Women committee members, however, 

do not participate in discussions unless specifically asked and no other village women attend to 

support them. The research team invited all the village committee members to attend a meeting in 

Patrapalli, Orissa. At least fifty men attended and discussed forest protection with the team, but the 

three women who came were silent and too shy to speak up in front of the men, until approached by 

the woman researcher. 

Dewas, Madhya Pradesh 

In Dewas, Forest Department officials organised meetings with villagers with a view to involving 

them in Joint Forest Management. Initially, the priority was to get people together but there was no 

emphasis on encouraging women to attend. Since it was not customary for women to attend normal 

village meetings, women have almost always been left out of the initial decision making process. 

Sometimes, too, the male committee members belong almost exclusively to the most prominent and 

affluent families. For example, in village Pardikheda, leadership is rotated around the “Pateli” (a title 

related to land tax in old Madhya Pradesh) who are closely interrelated one or two generations back. 

The Forest Department rule was changed in 1993 from one male member per household to one 

male and one female per household, and changed again in 1995 to require at least three female 

members on the executive committee. These changes led to efforts being made to ensure that women 

attended meetings. But women still play a very insignificant role in meetings about forest 

management. Indeed, they generally do not participate actively or even attend, unless explicitly invited 

when Forest Department officials want to investigate the problems that women face. Despite the 

requirement that one woman on the executive committee must be from a landless household, usually 

only a handful of women attend, generally from the households of male committee members or the 

most prominent and affluent families. And these women are not necessarily direct forest users because 

of restrictions on their mobility beyond the home. We cannot expect them to be able (or willing) to 

articulate the problems experienced by lower strata women. Thus, poor women may be seriously 

disadvantaged by their inability to voice their own problems. If poor women working in the nurseries 

or plantation sites are specially invited, they do not participate actively because of gender, class, and 

caste restrictions. 

                                                        
4 See Sundar et al. (1996) for more details on this. 
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Paderu, Andhra Pradesh 
Joint Forest Management is still in its infancy in Andhra Pradesh. The Forest Department is still 

attempting to initiate village meetings to initiate Joint Forest Management agreements. Most decisions 

are being made by Forest Department staff, who have targets in relation to creating Vana 

Samarakshana Samitis (VSS). Forest Department staff interact with the village men, who deal with the 

outside world on behalf of their families, but they often cannot interact with the women, especially 

when men are present. Hence women are hardly involved in their programmes, even those relating 

directly to women’s concerns. It would take a great deal of time for Forest Department staff to 

understand the local situation and discuss the programme with the women. In Gonduru, one of our 

study villages, a female executive member of the VSS commented: “we cannot talk to the higher 

officials. Sometimes we cannot understand what they say. So, it is men from our village who can deal 

with them. But we are ready to work any time for JFM.” On the other hand, the forester complains that 

women depend on the men of their family and village and that officials feel more comfortable talking 

to the men. 

In Kilagada, all the women in the chairperson’s family were very active and vocal although they 

were not members of the management committee. They were well aware of the VSS and its rules, 

because they more exposed to it than other women and had more time to participate in Joint Forest 

Management activities, including calling meetings for women and helping in the organisation. In 

Gonduru, a very vocal young woman was nominated for the management committee. She was 

subsequently married within the village to the younger brother of the chairperson and it became 

impossible for her to speak in the meetings. As a “daughter of the village” she could voice her opinion 

but once she became a “daughter-in-law of the village”moreover, one married into the chairperson’s 

householdher freedom to speak in front of family and village elders was removed. Now she can give 

her opinion in private but not openly to the elders. In general, unmarried daughters, women with two 

or three older children and elderly women can express their opinion more readily than young married 

women, partly because of questions of family honour and partly because women in these positions 

have rather lighter workloads than women with young children. In other words, the status of a 

woman’s family in the village and her own position in it influence her ability both to attend meetings 

and speak up at them. 

Summary 
In the four study areas, then, women as a whole have been marginal in the establishment of Joint 

Forest Management agreements and village level forest protection committees. The rare exceptions 

suggest that women were not equally well placed to voice their priorities in relation to planning forest 

protection. Nevertheless, in some areas, some women have subsequently participated in Joint Forest 

Management activities. And even where women have not been directly involved, they have been 

affected in various ways by the implementation of Joint Forest Management agreements in their 
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villages. To elaborate this we must look more deeply at some aspects of Joint Forest Management in 

our study sites. 

Joint Forest Management and Women’s Changing Involvement in Forest Protection 
Women’s participation in Joint Forest Management is sometimes direct and sometimes indirect. 

Even without direct involvement, women can be affected by Joint Forest Management activities. A 

comparison of Gujarat and Orissa highlights some interesting differences in women’s roles in Joint 

Forest Management in relation to caste, class, and their socio-cultural setting, particularly gender 

politics at the household level. In Andhra Pradesh and Madhya Pradesh, Joint Forest Management has 

barely taken off and women’s involvement is still quite low and the picture is less clear. 

Gujarat 

Social context of gender relationships  

In tribal cultures, women generally face fewer restrictions compared with women in non-tribal 

communities. In tribal communities in South Gujarat, a sizeable number of women hold land in their 

own names and can decide what they want to do with it. In Makanjhar, for example, one man said 

simply that he did not own any land and all the land belonged to his wife. Subsequent questions about 

the nature of the land, the cropping system, income and expenses were answered exclusively by his 

wife. This was also not uncommon in the other villages of our study, especially when a young man 

moves to his wife’s village when they marry. Bridewealth, in the form of a fixed amount of money and 

jewellery, is usually given to the bride’s family if the bride moves to her husband’s household. But 

bridewealth is not very rigid and there is no pressure to give it. Receiving it brings no shame on the 

bride’s family. Women may also take alcoholic drinks and become involved in fighting. 

On the other hand, a woman cannot talk in front of older men and she should not work out of sight 

of the house. Men’s attitudes towards women are highlighted in numerous comments, like “women 

don’t know anything,” “they are shy,” “we [men] are supposed to do these [outside] activities.” 

Further, women themselves sometimes viewed meetings simply as additions to their existing 

responsibilities, commenting “If my husband goes to the meeting, there is no need for me to go.” In 

these South Gujarat tribal communities, the division of labour between women and men is not 

completely rigid. In the evenings, many men did household chores like cutting vegetables (even if 

their daughter in law was at home) or getting fodder. Yet most men do not like their womenfolk to talk 

to outsiders, especially men, if the household men are present. Many women are shy about talking to 

strangers. A young married woman does not sit chatting in the presence of her father-in-law and other 

elder males of the family. Compared with a daughter of the household, she must be more restrained 

about what she is saying and in front of whom she is speaking. 
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Role of the Forest Department and NGOs 

While women’s general social position in Gujarat does not seem to have changed significantly, 

women’s involvement in Joint Forest Management has been changing as a result of interventions by 

outside bodies. The Forest Department is now making efforts to invite women to attend meetings and 

to participate in the decision making process and in the functioning of Joint Forest Management. 

Further, the Aga Khan Rural Support Programme (AKRSP) has also played a major role in Joint 

Forest Management in Gujarat. Although AKRSP had worked on gender issues in other fields before 

the 1990s, just six women were working in their field offices in Gujarat (i.e. approximately 6 percent 

of the total field staff strength) according to the 1995 Annual Report. Only in 1994 was a new post of 

Programme Organiser (Gender) created in line with the new mission statement: 

AKRSP (India) exists to enable the employment of rural communities and groups, particularly 
the underprivileged and women, to take control over their own lives and manage their 
environment, to create a better and more equitable society (AKRSP, 1996). 
In 1987, AKRSP decided to develop a cadre of village-level functionaries selected by village 

institutions and AKRSP. These Extension Volunteers are expected to be public-spirited and keen 

learners of new ideas and policies, and willing to devote time and effort to sharing their knowledge 

and skills with others (AKRSP, 1996). Female Extension Volunteers were first involved in a big way 

in forestry in 1993-4, when 35 were selected for the Farm Forestry Programme from all 21 villages 

where the programme was finalised. This programme involved increasing the tree cover on privately 

owned village land. Women Extension Volunteers were a novel idea and village elders were often 

apprehensive. The Volunteers needed to be good communicators and able to write down people’s 

names and the numbers of seedlings for which they were responsible. Generally, women with primary 

schooling are young and unmarried and yet they would be required to deal not only with village men 

but also with men employed by AKRSP. It took many group meetings and individual counsel to allay 

people’s fears (Chandran, A. S. and M. Singh, 1996). Ajith Chandran, then Programme Organiser 

(Forestry), aimed to overcome local opposition by making it mandatory for all the villages in the 

programme to have women Extension Volunteers so that women’s involvement in Joint Forest 

Management would increase and women would perform tasks that had hitherto been in the men’s 

domain. 

Orissa 

Social context of gender relationship) 

All our study villages in Sambalpur District, Orissa, were multi-caste and heterogeneous. Hamlets 

are often associated with a particular caste or tribe and there is little mixing between the members of 

different castes. High and low caste men are much more widely and rigidly differentiated than tribal 

men. Generally, the higher castes are richer than the lower castes, although the economic position of 
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some lower castes and tribals has improved as a result of government reservation policies for 

education and employment. Caste and tribal segregation is often especially apparent in village 

meetings. Higher caste men do not sit beside lower caste and tribal men. Usually, higher caste men 

dominate the discussions and the decisions are mostly biased in their favour. 

The social norms of tribals and non-tribals with regard to gender relationships are different, with 

non-tribal women generally facing far more restrictions than do tribal women. Further, upper caste and 

lower caste women are markedly differentiated, while tribal women are much more homogenous. 

Thus, women play very diverse roles in their own households. Tribal and non-tribal women from 

similar economic backgrounds may be very different from one another. For example, upper caste non-

tribal women do not collect wood from the forest even if the household needs woodfuel, but the tribal 

woman do. Lower caste women from non-tribal households may perform the same functions outside 

the house as tribal women. In contrast to the lower castes, higher caste daughters-in-law hardly ever 

work outside their homes but such differentiation is now necessarily so marked among tribals. 

All women, though, are marginalised in village meetings. Indeed, higher caste women generally 

said they prefer not to attend men’s [sic] meetings, unless they have been specifically invited, although 

they may attend a totally women’s meeting. Lower caste and tribal women are even more unlikely to 

attend village meetings. Moreover, the example of a women’s meeting held in Lapanga highlights the 

tensions among women. Initially, the Harijan women were seated around the edge of the room. When 

the team researchers asked them to come forward and sit on the dari, women from the upper castes 

tried to discourage them by pointing out different places to sit. The Harijan women were irked by this 

and started talking amongst themselves and they thenwalked out after a few minutes. 

Yet in differing ways, women are users of the forest and they are affected by the decisions of the 

forest protection committees. For example, in Lapanga, women complain that some of the Non-

Timber Forest Producesal leaves, types of tubers, mushrooms, etc.declined after the forest was 

left for long-term timber regeneration. Similarly, in Kinaloi or Khudamunda, forest protection has only 

recently been started but women who collect sal leaves for home use and poor women who harvest 

them for sale are already complaining that the increasing height of the sal trees is making their task 

more time-consuming. Better off women, especially higher caste women, are generally less directly 

affected as they buy in their requirements and are not involved in collection. More generally, men and 

women whose incomes depend particularly on head loading have been seriously affected by forest 

protection and they must seek alternate means of livelihood or resort to stealing from nearby 

government forest or the forests of neighbouring villages. 

Role of the Forest Department and NGOs 

Outside agencies have not been much involved in community forest protection efforts. Gramya 

Jungle Suraksha Samitis (village forest protection committees) continue to be run by men, with little if 

any participation from women in decision making or protection activities. So far, outside bodies have 
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not been responsible for drawing women into forest protection activities in Sambalpur. The Forest 

Department there has just started forming Vana Samarakshana Samitis (VSS) under the Joint Forest 

Management programme and they have been able to enrol a few women onto executive committees. 

But there has been no systematic implementation of Joint Forest Management yet and women have not 

been involved in the preparation of micro-plans or in forest protection. The forest department staff 

appear to be trying to involve women in the meetings they arrange, but it is proving very difficult to 

motivate them.5 

Few NGOs are working in Sambalpur, and none is working specifically on gender issues in Joint 

Forest Management. They seem to be making little effort to involve women in forest management, 

although Manav Adhikhar Seva Samiti (MASS) is involved in forming thrift and credit mahila 

samitis.6 While trying to develop networks among the forest protection committees in villages in their 

operational area, MASS invited thrift and credit mahila samiti members to joint meetings with Youth 

Club members involved in forest protection to raise different issues and try to resolve them. In 

Khudamunda, MASS also involved the thrift and credit mahila samiti members in mahua flower 

collection and sale, but this failed after one season because differences over the distribution of income 

arose among the women. Women from outlying hamlets wanted to collect and dry the produce in their 

home hamlets rather than come to the main hamlet daily. The granters of the money feared that all the 

money could not be profitably recovered, but they felt that they should merely facilitate rather than 

interfere in the group’s working. 

Madhya Pradesh 

Social context of gender relationship 

The Resolution of 1995 issued by the government of Madhya Pradesh states that there should be 

three women on forest protection executive committees. Villagers select members of the committee. 

The divisions between men and women were evident in one gram sabha meeting attended in Mahada. 

Of the fifty or so people present just ten were women. The most influential men of the area, including 

the gram sevak and the sachiv of the panchayat, sat in the middle and made all the decisions without 

                                                        
5 In some areas of Mayurbhanj, where the Forest Department has initiated Joint forest Management, 

women’s position seems slightly better and some women do protection work and attend meetings, although we 
have no information about which women perform these activities. The Forest Department has also tried to take 

matters further in this direction. The Social Forestry division of the Forest Department employs female village 

level workers whose role is to motivate people to protect forests, form committees, organise meetings and 

conduct plantation activities. At present there are at least three such women workers in Sambalpur Social 

Forestry Division. 
6 NGOs generally do not have women’s empowerment agendas. Indeed, the money lent through thrift and 

credit Samitis is often spent on general items or even benefits men who use it for their own work. 
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any discussion. The rest of the men sat in a circle around them and the women were in the final row, 

with their backs against the walls. The women were never asked about any thing. Although the 

sarpanch was a woman, the upsarpanch was making all the decision. 

Women may even be aware of protection activities but not of the formation of a samiti. For 

example, women in Pardikheda said the forest had been enclosed because the nakedar (forest guard) 

and the Ranger-sahib had decided to protect the plantation in the forest. Not one woman claimed it had 

been closed because of a decision by the samiti or by the villagers in general; indeed some women said 

that the villagers wanted the forest to be opened. 

Caste distinctions are also strong in rural Madhya Pradesh. The Bhopas of Pardikheda see 

themselves as “Nayak Rajputs” and the Sendhos as the caste that used to dance and earn their income 

in Rajasthan. The Bhopas say, “We used to rule the Sendhos. But now with their (Sendhos) economic 

power and because they have settled better here, they say that they are higher than us.... “ The Bhopas 

hold many grudges against the Sendhos. Further, they have no working relationships and no 

transactions, not even when there is a meeting, with the Harijans: “They are much lower to us.... Why 

should we go near them?” 

Role of Forest Department and NGOs 

One Forest Department officer commented in passing, “We need a lady NGO very badly. You 

know all these funding people also.... the World bank .... has been pressurising us for having one ....” 

Yet, although there are examples of efforts to involve village women in Joint Forest Management, 

Forest Department staff still talked mainly to the village men, whom they regard as more 

approachable. If they emphasise the importance of village women’s participation, women may be 

invited to meetings but generally no special effort is made to involve them. 

One time, an officer talking to villagers about the micro planning exercise informed them that the 

Forest Department would give them access to the forest on a 1: 3 share-cropping basis. He emphasised 

the importance of proper protection and of involving women in the discussions, since they are half the 

population and they do half the work: “ Women destroy the forest and also protect the forest,” he said, 

referring to the head loaders and to women in general. He mentioned women in Rajasthan who had 

embraced trees with both arms and told the fellers to cut trees only after cutting the women, and 

women in Uttarakhand who are active partners in forest protection. On hearing this, the adhyaksha 

shouted at someone to send his wifeand all talk about women’s involvement ended there. In another 

micro-planning exercise, women’s participation was definitely sought and they were asked to state 

their problems first. After that they were ignored and only men participated in the discussion. In any 

case, the timing of the meeting was unsuitable for the women, who began leaving midway to do their 

domestic chores. 

No NGOs are directly involved in Joint Forest Management, although they have been helping to 

mobilise villagers to adopt Joint Forest Management activities. For example, Sewa Kendra organised 
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meetings with the Forest Department in several villages in the Panigaon range. Similarly, Samaj 

Pragati Sahyog has been involved soil and water conservation near Neemkheda and Salaimal and has 

tried to mobilise the villagers to protect a forest patch in the area. Aside from this, NGOs have not 

taken much interest in Joint Forest Management work and senior Forest Department officials in 

Madhya Pradesh were very concerned about this. 

Andhra Pradesh 

Social context of gender relationship 

Under the World Bank Andhra Pradesh Forestry Project, ratchabanda and vana vignana kendra 

(meeting places) are made where the villagers can discuss village matters. The Resolution demands 

women’s attendance at meetings, but women sit on the ground below the dais or stand some distance 

away rather than sitting on the dais itself. Officials and guests pose open questions to the assembly, 

but only the men speak up. Women are not explicitly asked to comment on the village’s problems. 

Regarding women’s attendance in JFM meetings outside the village, the chairperson of Kilagada 

Vana Samarakshana Samiti (VSS) commented that it is difficult to accompany another man’s wife 

even on official business. Similarly, the chairperson of Gonduru VSS feels that the men can achieve 

the goals of Joint Forest Management and there is no point in drawing women into all aspects of the 

programme, as they cannot talk freely with outsiders. The woman members of Gonduru VSS say they 

simply do the work requested of them by the chairperson. 

Role of the Forest Department and NGOs 

Foresters and forest guards receive only three days of Joint Forest Management training at the 

Dullapally training centre at Hyderabad, which they feel is not enough to understand the social 

dynamics of tribal society. Moreover, foresters and the forest guards are under pressure of time to 

register a target number of VSS. Thus, although the Forest Department wants to involve women, 

village level staff consider that motivating them is too time-consuming, because of their reserve in 

dealings with outsiders. Rather than pressurise village women, the forest department staff prefer to 

focus on village men, who are accessible and easy to motivate and who can more easily persuade the 

women to participate than a government official. 

In this respect, the NGOs are similar to the Forest Department. Both claim to impress on people the 

importance of women’s participation in the Joint Forest Management programme but place the 

responsibility for including women on the executive committee on the VSS chairperson (not the 

NGO). The chairpersons usually simply request nominations during the VSS meeting. The women in 

question are not consulted and nor are their roles explained to them. Even if they hesitate, they are 

included in the executive committee. In relation to Joint Forest Management, the NGOs primarily aim 

to organise village communities as a whole and register new committees with the Forest Department. 

Basically, women are not an important constituency for NGOs working in the area, except in 
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connection with thrift groups. In Gonduru, the NGO ‘Samata’ no longer attends the monthly meetings 

of the VSS (although the VSS people consult the NGO in its own offices when necessary), although 

Samata is planning to form women’s thrift groups there. Likewise, in the Paderu area, CARE India 

(based in Hyderabad) is mobilising local NGOs and the Integrated Tribal Development Agency 

officials to organise women’s thrift groups. 

Summary 
In south Gujarat, the pattern of gender politics is such that women are generally not prevented from 

involvement in community activities. Further, various outside forces have encouraged women into the 

forefront of Joint Forest Management and, to a certain extent, women do seem to have become 

involved. In contrast in Orissa, Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh, male domination in multi-caste 

villages inhibits women’s active participation in community activities. Women as a whole have 

generally been marginalised from Joint Forest Management programmes, although the diversity of 

women’s class and tribal/caste situations means that the effects of this marginalisation are variable. 

Unlike Gujarat, outside agencies have not censured these structures and practices and male initiators 

and participants make decisions that affect people excluded from the decision making.  

In other words, the four states display a range of social environments, with respect to gender 

relationships as well as other aspects of social organisation. Moreover, the cultures of the Forest 

Departments and the NGOs also vary, although the overall policy framework for Joint Forest 

Management policy is similar for all areas. Thus, it is important that we do not homogenise women 

and assume that Joint Forest Management programmes will affected them identicallywhether 

positively or negatively. 

Joint Forest Management activities, culture and role of women 
Another important issue, but one that is often not examined, are the differences among women on 

the basis of their positions within the household, as young daughter-in-law, as unmarried daughter, as 

senior woman and so forth. Again, this varies between regions and between different communities in 

one locality. These differences influence which women have time to attend meetings, which can or 

cannot voice their opinion and which have relative freedom from controls over their mobility. These 

points can be illustrated by examining the diverse effects on women of forest protection, fodder and 

fuelwood. 

Protection Patrols 
The Joint Forest Management Government Resolution (MoEF 1990) assigns the major 

responsibility for institutionalising the protection and regeneration of degraded forest land. In 

exchange for this work, villagers obtain usufructory rights and a share in the timber produce. The 

process and the outcomes are variable, since state governments have determined different percentages 

for the shares in timber. Furthermore, the villagers themselves decide how to protect the forest—who 
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is to patrol, what penalties will be levied etc. 

Protection work is still in its infancy in our study areas in Madhya Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh. In 

Madhya Pradesh, the Forest Department selects plantation sites and appoints paid watchers in the Joint 

Forest Management for them and for protected sites for regeneration. These watchers also look out for 

offenders in neighbouring forest patches. Villagers must not enter or use the forest. We came across no 

patrols of villagers, although people working in the fields during periods of intensive agricultural work 

keep watch. Women play no role except when they are working in the fields. In Andhra Pradesh, 

forest protection has just begun and protection committees still have to formalise their procedures; 

currently men patrol irregularly while women do not patrol at all. Protection activities are better 

established in Gujarat and Orissa and hence we restrict our detailed discussion to a comparison 

between them. 

West -Rajpipla, Gujarat 

In Gujarat, the protection of forest patches under Joint Forest Management is achieved by patrols 

formed by representatives from the whole community. Each household must take turns to send one 

member to patrol the forest and anyone from the household can go. Thus, the number and composition 

of people going on patrols varies from village to village; we obtained different answers when we asked 

about forest protection and women’s patrols in Gujarat. 

In Bharada, a Vasava tribal village, women do not go to the forest for protection work as the forest 

patch is somewhat distant and women feel it is unsafe to go alone. The village has appointed a 

watchman to patrol. By contrast, in Makhanjhar, a Chaudhri tribal village, women’s forest protection 

patrols have been in operation since 1992. Even before that, women occasionally participated in 

protection work because some people (but not all) felt it was safe and appropriate for women to patrol 

as the forests are quite nearby. Our survey of 34 households indicated that women in more than 35% 

of the households do protection work. There are class differences in women’s participation in patrols: 

in the richer households7about 33% of women patrol, in the middle ranking households 31% and in the 

poorest households 43%. Similarly, in Kalibel, another Chaudhri tribal village, the forest is close to 

the village and 50% of women in richest households and 82% of women in the middle ranking 

households are involved in patrolling. 

Generally, women need not patrol if there are enough men in the household. Usually women patrol 

only if the household men are too busy and then generally only if there are other women in the 

household to do the domestic work. Otherwise, when it is their household’s turn to patrol, some 

women ask a relative or friend to patrol for them, or hire a watchman on a daily wage instead. If the 

household cannot make any arrangement, they have to pay a fine of a day’s wages, formally to the 

                                                        
7 These categories were determined during a PRA exercise conducted in the villages by Ajit Chandran and 

Monika Singh in 1995. 
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forest protection committee, but sometimes in practice to the patrol members (the tukadi) themselves. 

The fines are fixed by the villagers every yeargenerally at a village meeting before the agricultural 

seasonand thus can vary from village to village. In both Makanjhar and Kalibel, the fine was Rs. 15 

in 1995 and Rs. 20 in 1996. Some women patrol simply to avoid being fined. Other households prefer 

to pay the fine rather than have their womenfolk patrol the forest. 

Sambalpur, Orissa 

In the Sambalpur study villages, men formed forest protection committees and women do not 

patrol the forest.8 Upper caste women in Lapanga felt no need to be involved in forest business 

because they considered the men were managing the forest properly. On the other hand, some lower 

caste women complained of hardship in relation to fuel collection because of the protection efforts 

being supported by the men from their own households. No women have ever been asked to patrol the 

forest. In Khudamunda, the committee (comprising only men) permitted the women of the village to 

collect dead and dry wood from the protected patch and also set aside an area of the protected patch 

specifically for fuelwood needs. Local people may also collect Non-Timber Forest Produce. The fine 

for felling any tree in the protected patch is Rs. 101, a serious disincentive for the poor, particularly 

lower caste and tribal women. The Khudamunda villagers have also appointed a watchman, although 

any villager in the forest who discovers an offender should report to the committee. Similarly the 

villagers in Patrapalli have appointed a watchman. During the summer, however, men may patrol the 

forest while they stock up on fuelwood for the coming monsoon but women are never asked to patrol. 

Men of village Kinaloi said that women are too weak for the hardships of protection activities and 

anyway, “what will the goats [women] do when the tigers [men] are involved?” 

Collecting Grass for Fodder 

The Forest Departments in all four states allow Non Timber Forest Produce to be collected free of 

cost as one intermediary benefit to villagers under Joint Forest Management.9 Included in this is grass 

                                                        
8 This is not the case throughout Orissa. In Mayurbhanj District there is an all-woman patrol group and the 

executive committee comprises only women. Unlike men’s patrols, all-woman patrols can prevent other women 

from entering the forest without being accused of molestation or rape. They can also stop a man from stealing or 

felling a tree by encircling him until help arrives, as he would not try to break through the ring for fear of 

accusations of impropriety. In addition, when the protected forest patch is near to the village men and women 

sometimes keep an eye on it. For example, the people of Tilemal, another Sambalpur village, have not appointed 

a watchman. The women who go to the forest to collect minor forest produce or fuelwood can watch for 

offenders without formally patrolling. 
9 In all states the Resolution gives the villagers free access Non-Timber Forest Produce but (except in 

Gujarat) they must sell the products to certain agencies, government and private, that have the lease for these 

items. In Orissa, the Kendu Leaf Division of the Forest Department has a monopoly over Kendu leaf. The Utkal 



 

16 

in the protected patches that may be collected for cattle fodder. It is important not to stereotype women 

as fodder collectors, however, as the significance of grass varies both between and within states 

because the differing importance of milk production. 

West Rajpipla, Gujarat  

The development of milk co-operatives in Gujarat has had a major impact on many people’s 

household incomes. Milch cattle are stall-fed and providing their fodder is an important household 

activity. Some households collect fodder from their own land. In addition, fodder grass used to be 

auctioned by the Forest Department as grass plots but this is no longer done where the forest lands 

have become a part of protected patch10. Thus, fodder has become more widely available to the 

villagers and they now cut grass collectively from protected forest patches. Every household must be 

represented during collective grass cutting or face a fine. After cutting, the grass is distributed among 

the participating households. 

In some villages, women used to collect grass only if the men would not do so. Generally, though, 

women used to do most of the fodder collection and thus many women have benefited from this 

change. Generally, older women, unmarried daughters or daughters married within the village collect 

grass from the forest because they know best where to find it, although in-married daughters-in-law do 

collect grass from the household’s own land. 

One important change in fodder collection is that nowadays men are involved in fodder cutting as 

well as its transportation on bullock carts. Sometimes two members of a household, one man and one 

woman, cut fodder on the same day to compensate for another day that they missed. In addition, 

fodder is also collected by people in households that do not own cattle, because they can sell their 

share to another household for Re. 1 per two kilograms of grass. Thus, people in all strata have 

benefited in various ways from this change in access to fodder grass. 

Sambalpur, Orissa 

By contrast, household incomes in Sambalpur do not depend on selling milk. Generally, cattle 

graze in groups in uncultivated fields or forest during the agricultural season. Men mainly do grazing, 

either taking their own cattle or working as cowherds employed by wealthier households. Sometimes 

                                                                                                                                                                             
Forest Product Limited (a private company in a joint venture with the government of Orissa) has leases for 

another 19 items and there are many smaller other leases. The villagers may sell NTFP only to leaseholders not 

on the open market. In Madhya Pradesh, villagers have formed Minor Forest Produce Co-operatives but the 

Forest Department manages them. In Andhra Pradesh, the Girijan Co-operative has a lease for many items. 

Women must now range further for collecting these items because of forest degradation, not because JFM 

programmes prohibit collection, and this affects household incomes (see Jeffery & Sundar, forthcoming) 
10 In some areas, such as Panchmahals District in North Gujarat, the auction continues and the village or a 

contractor buys the grass on the forest patch for use or sale. 
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poor women graze cattle, and they are adversely affected if they cannot enter the forest. Further, 

women and children often herd goats, which provide an additional source of income during financial 

stress. Fodder collection and stall-feeding are not significant activities, however, except during the 

rains when bullocks and cows may sometimes be fed grass freshly cut from the fields. 

Dewas, Madhya Pradesh 

Cattle are commercially important in Dewas but, in contrast to Gujarat where villagers have 

developed a clear policy on grass collection and sharing, no particular system has been devised in our 

study area in Madhya Pradesh. Since forest protection began, grass availability has substantially 

increased. People can cut grass in protected forest without restriction and bullocks and milch cattle are 

stall-fed, as well as being grazed in enclosed fields near the village. Open grazing is not permitted in 

protected forest, however, and calves and the cattle that are not giving milk are usually grazed in more 

distant forest and even in the fields. 

In regard to fodder, Joint Forest Management activities have had an adverse effect on poor 

villagers. Older men and women used to graze cattle in the forest near the village, but they must now 

go greater distances for grazing or another household member, male or female, must collect fodder. 

Further, there is little opportunity to enhance household income by selling grassin contrast to the 

study villages in Gujaratbecause the richest and middle-ranking farmers rarely buy fodder and 

prefer to graze their cattle in their own fields or to feed them on agricultural residues. 

Paderu, Andhra Pradesh 

In Andhra Pradesh, milk is not produced for commercial purposes and the free collection of grass 

from protected forest patches is not a significant incentive to people to protect the forest. The climate 

in Paderu is mild and damp, there is no shortage of grass and there is fodder collection. 

Previously, employed cowherds grazed cattle somewhat distantly from the village, but the 

protected forests are closed for grazing. Nowadays, large herds are no longer grazed but there is 

controlled open grazing and four or five usually related families send members on rotation to graze 

their own cattle. Elderly men and women keep watch to ensure that cattle do not stray into standing 

crops. Cows are stall-fed with agricultural residues or fodder collected from the fields or forests only 

during delivery and lactation. Milk yields are low and the milk is basically consumed by the calves. 

Cattle are considered status symbols and they are put to no commercial uses. 

Collecting Fuelwood from Cutbacks 
Since women are generally responsible for obtaining fuelwood, Joint Forest Management has had a 

significant impact on their activities, except where dry and fallen wood is still plentiful. In degraded 

forests, fuelwood often cannot simply be collected but must also be cut. Now, in most places, women 

have to go further to forest areas where wood cutting is not banned or to isolated parts of the forest 

where they can cut wood without being discovered by a lone guard protecting the forest. The 
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availability of alternative fuelssuch as dung-cakes, biogasmust also be brought into the equation, 

however.  

West Rajpipla, Gujarat 

Fuelwood scarcity became conspicuous in Gujarat after the Government passed the rule on clear 

felling in the mid 1970s. Throughout our study villages, people are particularly concerned about the 

greater distances they must now go, rather than about an absolute non-availability of fuelwood. 

Gradually, many men have become somewhat involved in fuelwood collection because fuelwood 

cannot always be collected daily and rather than head loading the wood, bullock carts are now often 

used for transportation. People without carts either borrow or hire them periodically. Women have 

continued to be central in everyday fuelwood collection, though, partly because it is seen as a 

household duty. In addition, men caught cutting wood in protected forest may be beaten or locked up 

but Forest Department staff find it hard to sanction women, who simply drop their headload and run 

away. Under Joint Forest Management, villagerssupervised by Forest Department staffcut side 

branches and extra coppices to encourage strong growth in the main stems of trees in regenerating or 

newly planted forest. They receive the wood they cut in return for their work. This has reduced the 

burden of fuelwood collection somewhat, but is not a complete solution. 

The use of alternative fuels (agricultural residue, dung from stall-fed dairy cattle) adds to women’s 

but not men’s work, and their availability has meant that these changes in fuelwood availability have 

not generated great concern among the men, especially those in the wealthier households. In Mandvi 

and Netrang, the Forest Department has also tried to reduce demand for fuelwood by installing gobar 

gas (biogas) equipment to produce gas from dung. This benefits only women in households with 

several cattle, however. Women in such households have started using gobar gas, fuelwood, dung 

cakes and agricultural residue, which are considered suitable for different types of cooking. Women in 

households without cattle or land, however, do not have ready access to dung cakes, gobar gas or 

agricultural residues. Thus changes initiated by the Forest Department have given relief to some 

people, but the poorest households, whose voices are the faintest on forest protection committees, still 

rely on fuelwood collected from the forest and they have been badly affected by forest closures. 

Sambalpur, Orissa 

In Sambalpur, women say they have not experienced woodfuel shortages. Previously, they used 

shrub-like plants from the patches that became protected. Now there are specially allocated areas 

within the protected patches from which they can collect fallen, dry or dead wood. Fines are imposed 

only for felling trees. People also collect fuelwood from  reserved forest areas while protecting their 

own patch of forest. 

Generally, upper-caste women obtain fuelwood either by purchase from lower caste or tribal 

women or because their farm servants fetch it for them. Thus any difficulties in collecting fuelwood 
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would impact primarily on poorer lower caste or tribal women. 

Cattle are stalled only overnight, and the dung collected from them is all used for house cleaning 

and repair or for manure, not for making dung cakes or gobar gas. Further, agricultural residues are 

also not used as fuel as the main crop is paddy, whose straw is used as thatch and as feed for cattle, 

especially bullocks. In Lapanga, however, people may use coal from the local coalfield, which they 

collect themselves or buy from local traders. In addition, during the summer, they cross the dried out 

land in the Hirakud Dam reservoir and collect enough fuelwood from the reserved forest in 

Moulabhanja to last them through the monsoon. In Larasara, a non-Joint Forest Management village, 

women and some men headload and sell fuelwood from the nearby reserved forest to villagers across 

the Mahanadi river where there is no forest, but where people can afford to buy fuelwood because the 

land is irrigated by canals from the Hirakud dam and they obtain double crops. The men of Larasara 

are more interested in selling timber. Due to forest closure, head loaders have to travel further to 

collect fuelwood. 

Dewas, Madhya Pradesh 

In Mohada, dry and fallen wood was collected by women, but people commonly used to bribe the 

nakedar (forest guard) with chicken and liquor to allow the men to take a bullock cart into the Juna 

Pani forest to pick up the load so that the women did not have to headload it home. Since the 

introduction of Joint Forest Management, the nakedar will not accept bribes and nor does the Samiti 

allow him to do so. Now, to take a bullock cart into the Juna Pani forest, people have to pay the 

nakedar Rs. 150 for a permit to collect the dry and fallen wood. This is a large sum for village people 

and women have begun to carry the fuelwood on their heads. Thus, women can collect less fuelwood 

on each occasion and they must collect it more frequently. Not surprisingly, women now collect 

fuelwood from the Pipalbari forest, which is much closer to the village than Juna Pani forest. But dry 

and fallen wood is not available in the Pipalbari forest and women cut green wood for fuel instead. 

Under the guidance of the Forest Department, there is some clearing of side shoots and branches and 

the villagers can obtain some fuelwood from this source. The use of dung cakes and agricultural 

residue as alternative fuels is restricted to households with land and sufficient cattle. Thus, the poorest 

households depend mainly on the fuelwood from the forest. 

Paderu, Andhra Pradesh 

Wood is the major cooking fuel in rural Andhra Pradesh. It is generally collected from reserve or 

other forests near the village. With the introduction of Joint Forest Management, villages were allotted 

different areas to protect and women have to seek new sources of fuelwood. The problems of 

availability are increasing and women now have to collect inferior quality wood and walk longer to 

find it. Sometimes they steal fuelwood from the protected patches of other villages. In one of the study 

villages, people smuggle wood from forests in neighbouring Orissa. The cattle are of inferior quality 
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and they are not stall-fed. Thus little dung can be collected and it used only as manure. Agricultural 

residues are not used either. Basically, people have no alternative to fuelwood. 

Conclusion 
Women are often stereotyped as the conservers of nature or as the primary users of forests in their 

activities related to fodder and fuelwood collection. In some places these tasks may be associated with 

women, but not necessarily everywhere. In some tribal societies, men may be more involved in 

conserving sacred places, more often the hilly forest tracts in the area than women. In fact, women are 

often not allowed to attend these ceremonies, leave alone participate in them. Further, all women 

cannot be lumped into a single category of who do the work that is characterised as ‘women’s work’. 

Women differ regionally and culturally, by caste and tribe, by class position and by position in the 

household.  

In the programme design, however, there is a tendency to insist on women’s participation, but 

without an adequate analysis of what category ‘women’ means. Policy statements tend to regard 

women as uniformly suppressed and voiceless group. But policy frameworks that fail to appreciate the 

diversity of women’s experiences and interests will inevitably exclude the interests of some women. 

The exclusion of women as a whole from decision-making and benefit-sharing practices will almost 

certainly adversely affect them, but it is complacent to think that gender issues will be properly 

addressed if token women participate in some of these activities. Some sections of women may still be 

completely excluded, possibly those who especially need the programme to address their needs. 

Nevertheless, even granting this, the inclusion of some women is surely a first tentative step in the 

right direction. We must recognise the efforts of Forest Department and NGOs who have encouraged 

women to participate in forest management and try to learn from their experiences. Much still remains 

to be done even where women’s participation seems to have been ‘successful’ because leaving these 

efforts midway may subvert the policy makers expectations. For instance, women committee members 

may be only indirectly affected by the decision about resources, while women (and men) whose views 

are unrepresented may be adversely affected. 

In some ways it may be easier for the outside agencies to have achieve changes in women’s 

involvement in forest management, but this needs to be done in a careful manner. Outside agencies 

need to reflect upon the ways in which the participation of some or all women is hampered. Is it 

appropriate to expect women who are hard pressed for time to add to their burdens by engaging in 

forest protection or attending forest protection committee meeting? Should outside agencies feign 

ignorance of cultural restrictions on women’s participation and insist that they become involved? 

Almost certainly, a single uniform strategy will not be effective as people in some cultural and 

economic settings will be more able to change than others. Thus Forest Department and NGO staff 

training must enable them to develop sensitive and locally specific strategies that do not generate a 

backlash or prove unsuitable after the agency has departed. The chances of success will be far greater 
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if policy framing and implementation takes these considerations into account. 

 


