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Abstract

Behroonguda is one of the 77,000 hamlets and villages in the state of Andhra Pradesh, India. The 97 families who
belong to the Gond and Naikpod tribes formed themselves into a forest protection group in 1990, but the state
government officially recognised their efforts in 1993. In 1998, five years after the recognition of the committee—
referred to as vana samarakshana samithi, or VSS—Behroonguda residents began to derive usufruct benefits from
the forest. The case study documents the efforts of the villagers, the costs they have borne and the benefits they
have derived from protecting 500 hectares of degraded forest allotted to them as part of the joint forest
management (JFM) in Andhra Pradesh. The VSS is widely regarded as being successful. The paper analyses the
reasons for the success of JFM and compares the experience of Behroonguda with other similar experiments in
India and other countries to draw important lessons. The paper strikes one discordant note: The people of
Behroonguda had not been clearly told when the forest department’s financial and technical support would end.
Nonetheless, Behroonguda passed the test of sustainability when in 2001 it used its own financial resources to
continue silvicultural and conservation activities in the absence of funding from the government. Many neighbouring

hamlets discontinued forest protection that year when external funds ceased to flow.

A healthy forest means a wealthy village.
~Behroonguda Villager
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habitat in Adilabad. The losses are probably far greater as there is no recorded inventory of loss of
flora and fauna by biodiversity specialists. Besides, wildlife specialists have not conducted any census

of the tiger population in the district.

Field research and remote sensing data indicate a healthy trend in natural regeneration of the forest.
The regeneration of seedlings in Neredigonda matches the research results in the Eastern Ghats region
of north-eastern Andhra Pradesh. In Neredigonda, the ratio of seedlings to mature trees is 6:1 to 8:1,
while in the Eastern Ghats it was 9:1 (Rao ef al. 1997). Most of the trees are in the lower one-third
diameter girth class--ie, 11 cms to 40 cms in diameter at breast height--indicating that the forest is
developing. In Yapalguda, 67% of the trees fall in this category; in Kishtapur it is 62 %, and in
Borigam 54%.

In terms of the total volume of wood, the Neredigonda forests yield more than 41 cubic metres per
hectare compared with 35 cubic metres in Behroonguda and 25 cubic metres in Chintapally, a village
adjacent to Behroonguda. The lower yield in Behroonguda could be attributed, in part, to the villagers
harvesting 3,198 teak poles, as part of silvicultural thinning, after five years of protection, while
Chintapally village did not have a community protection regime in place at the time of the research.
Data of the natural forest growth in Neredigonda, measured by the mean annual increment, and the
off-take from the forest indicate that the sustainability of the Neredigonda forests is assured if the

current consumption patterns and the forest management practices of the local people are continued.

Available information indicates that the formation of a village forest protection committee (VSS) has
had a positive effect on the ecology of Neredigonda judged on the basis of forest cover. The remote
sensing data, despite their limitations discussed earlier, highlight two useful points. First, the forest
cover of Neredigonda improved by 5.13% during 1996-98 to 71%; this compares favourably with the
all-India figure of 19% and the Andhra Pradesh figure of 15% (FSI :5). Second, ‘dense forest’**
increased by 5.8% during the two years, constituting 34% of the total Neredigonda forest in 1998; this
compares favourably with the total of 11% in India and almost equals the average of 36% in Andhra
Pradesh. These improvements, in large part, can be attributed to forest protection by the community,
also known as social fencing. This finding supports the evidence found elsewhere in India and Asia
that social fencing, in many cases, is a better option than raising monoculture plantations

(Poffenberger and McGean 1996).

It is also significant that the longer the forest remained under a community’s protection, the better the

forest cover appeared, and greater was the biological diversity (see Table 19). Thus, forest cover was

24. ‘Dense forest’ refers to lands with a forest cover of trees with a canopy density of 40% and above (FSI 1997).
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higher in Yapalguda (87%) where the VSS was formed in January 1995 than in Borigam (53%) where
it was formed in March 1998. Similarly, biological diversity was lowest in Chintapally (20 tree
species), where the VSS was formed in November 1998, and highest in neighbouring Behroonguda
(40 species), where the VSS was formed in May 1993. The data in Table 18 make clear that local
people’s participation in protecting their forest makes a difference to the quantity and quality of the
resource. Since this is the basis of the joint forest management, the government’s approach and

programme appear to be well grounded.

TABLE 19: RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN VSS FORMATION AND ECOLOGICAL
INDICATORS, 1998

VILLAGE VSS FORMATION FOREST VARIETY OF
(MONTH/YEAR) COVER, TREE
1999 (%) SPECIES

(NO.)
Yapalguda January 1995 87 31
Kishtapur July 1996 81 26
Borigam March 1998 53 32
Beroonguda May 1993 n.a. 40
Chintapally November 1998 n.a. 20

Note: n.a. = data not available

The perception of the local people on the status of their neighbourhood forest matches the research
findings and the remote sensing data. Formal household surveys and informal group discussions
indicate that a majority of people believe that their forests were in a bad condition prior to the
formation of the VSS in Neredigonda and that the quantity and quality of the forest began to improve
once the protection regime was put in place. The villagers say that their main contribution was
“protection” of the forest while that of the forest department was providing “technical advice.” The
villagers’ response suggests a complementarity of roles--the villagers serving as protectors and
managers of the resource and the government agency playing an advisor and facilitator. However,
while the overbearing role of the forest department has changed over the years, it is far from an ideal

facilitator.

32



CONCLUSION

The initiation of forest protection by the villagers of Yapalguda, Kishtapur, and Borigam has made
some difference to the ecological conditions of the forests. The forests adjacent to the three villages
have regenerated, the biodiversity improved, and the forest mix of old and young trees maintained.
The difference in the quality and quantity has depended on the duration of protection: the longer the
period of protection, the better have been the results. Where no protection regime has been in place,
the condition of the forest has been worse than where such a regime existed. These conclusions from
Neredigonda are compatible with the findings from the Tadlapet forest range, 100 kms away, where
the forests of Behroonguda (protected by the local community for five years) were found to be better
than the forest adjacent to Chintapally (where no community protection existed during the research

period).”

Similar results have been reported elsewhere in Andhra Pradesh (Om Consultants 1998). The people
of Neredigonda are blessed in having a mixed-teak natural forest that rebounds easily once protection
from browsing animals (particularly goats) and human interferance (eg, logging) is assured. The
results in some other areas of the state with forests of lower economic value are said to be less
spectacular.”® Nevertheless, the debate on whether forest protection by communities makes a
difference to the ecology of a forest is settled in the case of the forest of Neredigonda. The efforts of
the people of Yapalguda, Kishtapur, and Borigam have made the difference to their forest. And so
long as the villagers maintain their current consumption patterns, and protection practices, their forests

will be sustainable.

25. For details, see D’Silva and Nagnath (1999).
26. Personal communication from Mr. S.D. Mukherji, Principal Chief Conservator of Forests, AP.
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ABOVE: Before Community Forest Management, Behroonguda
BELOW: After six years of Community Forest Management, Behroonguda
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