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ABSTRACT

Joint forest management (JFM) in India is an initiative where people’s participation in forest management 
and resource utilization has been undertaken for last 3 decades. The policy frameworks laid in the late 
1980s and the follow ups in policy matters were aimed at paving way for a mutual partnership between 
the government or the forest department and the local communities for a mutually beneficial forest 
management. Today despite its popularity and larger advantages, JFM in India is at disadvantage from 
a varied number of factors ranging from governance and policy challenges to socio economic problems 
in local communities. If these challenges are properly understood and addressed, people participation 
is still a sharp tool for efficient forest management and sustainable resource utilization. A systematic 
understanding and evaluation of these problems and evolution of adequate solutions can make JFM an 
effective tool in climate change mitigation and biodiversity conservation by acting as a linchpin for 
REDD+ initiatives. 
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INTRODUCTION

India has been one of the pioneers in 
taking up local participation in management of 
forest resources. This was brought by a paradigm 
shift in the forest management policies which were 
brought up in the late 1980s. The Indian National 
Forest Policies (NFP, 1988) strategy was, both the 
recognition of failure in the exclusionary tendencies 
of past policies and the need to reverse its effects 
through an advanced people centric approach 
(Shylendra, 2015). The NFP of 1988 stated that 
the holders of customary rights and concessions in 
forest should be motivated to identify themselves 
with the protection and development of forest from 
which they derive benefits. Post the National Forest 
Policy, the Ministry of Environment and Forests 
(now the Ministry of Environment, Forest and 
Climate Change), Government of India (GoI), gave 

guidelines in 1990 advising the states to initiate 
JFM activities by involving the local community 
and forming committees for management of 
degraded forest lands (Dhanapal, 2019). With a 
decade long review of the program, in February of 
the year 2000 and in 2002, GoI issued new JFM 
guidelines to include good forest area under JFM 
management and provide legal back up to the 
Forest Management Committees. 2015 data shows 
that there are 1,18,213 JFM committees in India, 
covering 2,29,38,814 ha of land area and supporting 
1,45,18,219 families (FRI, 2015). Almost all major 
states in India have passed enabling resolutions to 
implement what is now popularly called the Joint 
Forest Management (JFM) programmes. These 
programs are likely to be the focus of future forest 
development projects funded by governments and 
donor agencies (Saxena, 1997). Participatory or 
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Joint Forest Management programs are so designed 
to accommodate representation from the poor and 
marginalised as well as the rural women. Women’s 
memberships are fixed at 50% in the general body 
and 33% in the executive committee of FPCs 
(Nair, 2017). Benefit sharing in JFM activities are 
designed in a way that community is entitled to 
get 100% from NTFP and the revenue share from 
timber sale going to the local community vary from 
25 to 75% between states (Sarker, 2009). With the 
implementation of JFM, GoI has made its attempt 
to create a sense of ownership among the local 
communities which encourages them to conserve 
the resources. India has some 200,000 forest fringe 
villages inhabiting a human population of over 275 
million people (Nair, 2017). The lives and day to 
day activities of these people are dependant on and  
interlinked with their surrounding forests. Through 
JFM, attempts have been and are being made for 
providing better income and social upliftment of 
rural poor. Currently, JFM takes over 29.8% of 
forest area of the country (MMoE and CC, 2018). 

As we have reached in time, three decades 
with the application of JFM, it is imperative that we 
look at the challenges that this celebrated program 
faces today, its shortcomings including institutional 
gaps, the heterogeneity in policy between states, lack 
of landscape level planning, problems in providing 
equal representation to the socially marginalised 
etc and the future prospects for its development 
in the eve of climate action through REDD+ 
strategies which involves a participatory approach 
of landscape level planning and management . 

CHALLENGES FACED BY JFM 

The three decade old JFM program is 
designed so as to have an amicable and mutually 
beneficial relationship between the forest 
departments and local people, but often times 
the relationship fails to be a positive one which 
results in poor or reduced local participation in 
such programmes (Paul and Chakrabarti, 2011). 
Relationship between the two key partners is often 

weak due to the partnership being heavily loaded 
in favour of Forest Department (Nair, 2017). This 
is evident especially in the case of benefit sharing 
in JFM programs. In the case of revenue from 
non-timber forest produce (NTFP), though the 
communities are entitled to the whole 100% share, 
it is seldom profitable or satisfactory for them as 
they are limited to mere collectors of NTFP and 
the department is the seller (Sarker, 2009). In many 
states, in the case of revenue from sale of timber 
resources, the share of the fixed per cent of income 
is calculated on the net revenue which is calculated 
after deducting all the expenses incurred by the 
department, and not on the gross income actually 
received (Sarker and Das, 2008; Government 
of Madhya Pradesh, 2015; Government of West 
Bengal, 2016). 

HETEROGENEITY IN JFM

Another issue with the management of 
JFM groups arise when the community group is 
heterogeneous, when people of different ethnic 
and socio economic groups fall into the forest 
management committees, management becomes 
difficult as equitable benefit sharing tends to be 
non-equitable (Nair, 2017). Internal issues within 
department on management arises when there 
are different opinions within the officials about 
the program, the best example for this would be 
the case wherein certain officials view the JFM 
as a way to mobilize labor force. Institutional 
rigidities especially from the side of department 
in official procedures is another cause of concern 
on the effectiveness of joint forest management 
(Dhanapal, 2019). 

Yet another issue relating to the governance 
challenges of JFM is the legal status of JFM bodies. 
Though there are provisions for registration of JFM 
committees, complexities arise in the functional 
and legal roles of the committees and the Gram 
Sabha (Murali et al., 2003). Problems also arise 
in different states where there are complexities in 
classification of land despite the Indian Forest Act 
1927 (Nair, 2017). 
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INSTITUTIONAL GAPS IN JFM PROGRAMS

One of the most prominent and early 
criticisms of JFM is that it is similar to any top 
down approach where there is an asymmetric power 
relationships between the state functionaries and 
the people (Pathan et al., 2001; Sundar, 2000). This 
top-down approach often hinders the true sense 
of decentralization of forest management aimed 
through JFM approach. The participation in JFM is 
often criticized as rather a ‘puppettish’ act without 
the true sense of ‘participation’ (Ghate, 2008). 
The lack of legal status of FPCs makes JFM an 
institution of poor legal footwork, failing to provide 
guaranty to the rights (Upadhyay, 2003). Despite 
these criticisms, there are studies which have found 
JFM to be a model approach for increasing rural 
income (Shylendra, 2002; Tiwary, 2005). 

There exist several institutional gaps in the 
implementation of JFM programs. The National 
Afforestation and Eco- development Board (NAEB) 
established in 1992, is mandated to perform the 
role of monitoring and evaluation at the national 
level of all afforestation programs. Currently over 
the years, NAEB has been functioning mainly on 
recommending the release of funds under NAP 
(National Afforestation Program) scheme after 
assessing proposed afforestation plans submitted by 
state Forest Development Agencies. A total of 79. 43 
crores were released under National Afforestation 
Program (NAP) and Green India Mission (GIM) 
from 2016-17 to 2018-19 (MOEF, 2019). Despite 
of this being done, there is no consolidated report 
available on monitoring and evaluation of the 
NAP projects for their performance. The lack 
of technical capacity, monitoring or supervision 
and reporting, and institutional weaknesses could 
hurt India’s preparedness for REDD+ and could 
also hamper achieving the Indented Nationally 
Determined Contribution (INDC) targets under the 
Paris Agreement (Dhanapal, 2019). 

PARTICIPATION OF WOMEN AND ETHNIC 
GROUPS 

The implementation of JFM has been done 
in a way that it ensures the participation of women 
and ethnic minority groups in it. The reservations 

of seats for women in FMCs have played its role in 
getting women’s participation into social activities. 
But often in many states the participation of women 
rarely goes beyond these reserved seats and their 
participation in meetings is lower compared to men 
which is due to their lower confidence to participate 
in the public fora (Elias, 2010). In Gujarat and West 
Bengal (WB), only one-third of the membership 
positions (one out of every three seats) are reserved 
for women and tribespeople (Nandigama, 2020) or 
participatory forest management. In Gujarat, Sarin 
(1995) reported that women were often unaware 
of their positions and memberships due to the 
strongly prevalent patriarchy. Though the one third 
reservation is aimed to uplift women and ethnic 
communities, in everyday practices, upper caste men 
and community elders called the shots both inside 
and outside the FPC (Nandigama, 2020). Whereas 
in Andhra Pradesh (AP), this ratio of reservation is 
50%. Also, in AP, the additional clause dictating that 
either the president or vice president of the Forest 
Protection Committee (FPC) should be a woman 
has given space for the participation of women in 
high level decision making (GO Ms. No. 13, 12. 
02. 2002, Govt. of Andhra Pradesh). This has paved 
way for an increased participation of women in all 
levels of JFM. AP can thus be regarded as the state 
with most gender inclusive JFM Policy. Ethnic 
exclusions are a major challenge JFM activity in 
many states are experiencing. Even though JFM is 
aimed at their upliftment, due to factors like social 
stigmas and physical isolation, the participation of 
ethnic minorities in JFM is hindered in states like 
Karnataka and Maharashtra (Elias, 2010). Those 
men who are daily laborers tend to prefer a day’s 
work than JFM activities, also lack of awareness 
and social insecurities force them away from JFM. 

In the present scenario, globally the concerns 
over infringement of forest dweller rights and land 
ownerships is a major point of concern in REDD+ 
debates (Larson et al., 2013). Inconsistency in 
carbon tenure and land rights (Vergara-Asenjo et al., 
2017) and exclusion of community rights of tribals 
(Hiraldo and Tanner, 2011; Luttrell et al., 2013) 
have caused problems in REDD+ implementation 
and success.
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If stakeholders do not perceive the benefit 
sharing as fair, the legitimacy of REDD+, and 
support for the mechanism, it will be weakened. In 
this paper Luttrell et al. (2013), drawing on data from 
CIFOR’s Global Comparative Study on REDD+, 
analyzing national policy processes in 6 countries 
and the expected benefit-sharing arrangements in 
21 REDD+ project sites, the major rationales that 
could be put forward the processes associated with 
benefit sharing were identified. these included ideas 
ranging from actual carbon emission reduction to 
the reduction in cost for emission reduction. There 
were rationales which dealt with providing a legal 
right to the benefit received or making steps for 
poverty reduction or rewarding systems of PES 
(payment for ecosystem services) model.

It can be deduced that with such a wide 
distribution of ideologies associated with REDD+ 
programs, there should be a clear detention on 
what the term "benefit" represents in each of the 
community associated programs that are taken up. If 
given the right push with proper policy frameworks, 
JFM will be the best tool at our disposal for REDD+ 
programs and achieving our NDC targets.

JFM should act as a strong framework upon 
which REDD+ can be implemented successfully in 
India, for this there should be a strong coalition of 
all the stakeholders involved in sustainable local 
forest management. 

LANDSCAPE APPROACH IN JFM

A landscape approach was proposed by the 
Green India Mission for developing additional 
forests that could also provide other co benefits 
to the local communities. The Mission targets 
at improved ecosystem services, including 
biodiversity, hydrological services and carbon 
sequestration from an estimated 10 m ha of 
forest/non-forest lands and increased forest-based 
livelihood income for about 3 million households 
living in and around the forests (GOI, 2014). 
However, many states are yet to identify landscape-
level plans for afforestation and JFM plans, and at 
the national level both the Green India Mission and 
NAP have not identified priority landscapes and 

areas for JFM. Though implemented as a linchpin 
for India’s REDD+ initiatives, the GIM lacked 
an institutionalized decentralized investment and 
benefit sharing mechanism restricting its move 
toward synergistic and locally centred governance 
(Vijge and Gupta, 2014). The Forest Rights Act and 
the Biological Diversity Act have not supported 
well the idea of JFM despite their huge potential 
for reshaping the forest and forestry activities. The 
provisions of these acts if implemented in right 
methods can make immense additions to improving 
biodiversity, socio economic status of the forest 
depended communities and the forest wealth 
(Dhanapal, 2019). 

DISCUSSION

When JFM is reaching three decades of its 
implementation we should address the issues on 
challenges in JFM on stakeholder engagement, 
micro planning, sustainable harvest and marketing 
of timber and NTFP and benefit sharing with local 
communities. Institutional weaknesses and gaps 
in legal provisions are major challenges in JFM. 
To address these, landscape level planning and 
cooperation should be taken up in designing JFM 
activities, this will help in better conservation of 
biodiversity and forest health. Measures should 
be taken to foster better cooperation between 
the forest department and local stakeholders by 
reducing the rigidity of laws which are currently in 
favour of the former. To ensure a wider reach and 
better implementation, JFM activities should be 
encouraged through Green India Mission and NAP 
and the sanctioned projects should be subjected to 
evaluation and monitoring their success. Different 
sources of investments should be ensured from 
public and private funding, Payment for Ecosystem 
Services model can be explored as a JFM programme 
in areas facing threat of high human pressure. 
Better technical capacity, monitoring and reporting, 
could also help in achieving the INDC targets under 
the Paris Agreement. JFM still holds the potential 
to uplift India’s forest dependent communities, the 
policies and planning should change with the need 
of time for utilizing this potential. 
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JFM : A WAY FORWARD

Good forest governance should aim to 
promote the judicious and sustainable management 
of resources, to guarantee continued existence 
of ongoing ecological processes, simultaneously 
creating economic and social benefits (Lammerts 
van Bueren, 2015; Maraseni et al., 2019). There 
are studies which show better biomass accrual 
in JFM managed forests compared to non JFM 
management (Murali et al., 2002). Proving the 
potential of JFM in acting as an important tool 
in meeting climate change mitigation attempts 
through carbon sequestration in tree biomass. Aptly 
the REDD+ strategy of India stresses on JFM as 
an important instrument that will have play in 
reducing desertification and forest degradation 
(MoEF and CC, 2018). Community management 
of forests creates a sustainable relationship between 
the forest and people and thereby plays a role in 
conserving the endemic biodiversity and ecosystem 
health (Banerjee, 2019). 

Presently there are around 1,73,000 forest 
fringe villages in the country (MoEF, 2006), 
depending on forests for various resources, energy, 
nutrition, fodder, grazing, construction material, 
NTFP, traditional medicines, etc. furthermore 
more than 25% of the population depend on forest 
for direct and indirect benefits (Singh and Kewat, 
2021). With such high rate of forest dependency, 
India needs proper planning and implementation 
for achieving REDD+ target of reduced forest 
degradation. This can be made possible only through 
value-addition of the forest produce, increasing 
awareness and creation of alternate sources. This 
can be made possible through landscape approaches 
in participatory forest management. 

The primary change to be incorporated 
into future JFM activities is that of landscape 
level planning. IUCN has recognised landscape 
level planning and cooperation between different 
stakeholders as the key to achieve sustainable 
forest management through the model forests 
approach (IUCN, 2020). An example of landscape 
level planning in community managed forest 
is that of Balkhila Model Forest in the state of 
Uttarakhand managed under National Mission on 

Himalayan Studies (NMHS) of the Government 
of India (IUCN, 2020). Landscapes that are facing 
high degradation, forest fragmentation and higher 
forest dependency could be prioritized for PFM 
when brought under landscape level management, 
our forests can be made more adaptable and 
climate resilient (Dhanapal, 2019). Along with 
this, the objective of JFM should be to maintain 
healthy forests and improve degraded forests with 
restoration practices and to improve biodiversity 
and other ecosystem services to support livelihood 
of forest dependent communities. This is very 
essential given India’s biodiversity challenges and 
to achieve mitigation targets like that of INDC. 
JFM models should explore potential revenue 
generating options like taking up plantation in 
wastelands, especially energy plantation options, 
promoting sustainable production and marketing of 
NTFP that can be shared with the communities and 
developing appropriate value chains and market for 
timber, bamboo and other NTFPs. JFM will have to 
evolve as a system where local communities take a 
higher or complete responsibility for management 
of the local forests as in FRA (2006). 

Pilot projects should aim at attracting 
investments from private sector particularly for the 
management of forests in and around industrial and 
urban areas in India. For financing JFM, available 
monetary resources like REDD + CAMPA 
(Compensatory Afforestation Fund Management 
and Planning Authority) can be utilized (Nair, 2017) 
also the chances of availing private investments 
should be explored in addition to GIM/NAP. 
Payment of Ecosystem Services (PES) models can 
be adopted to finance JFM in areas with human 
pressure on forests. 

Measures like providing better awareness 
and education to lower income groups and creating 
a sense of ownership in the community will help 
in attaining a better participation in JFM activities 
(Elias, 2010). The forest right act if implemented in 
the right sense can cater to these needs. Other than 
monetary benefits, other incentives that JFM can 
provide like a larger and better market for NTFPs 
available as a group can attract local participation 
in JFM. With scientific forest management having 
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immense potential to be a major player in our 
efforts to tackle climate change and biodiversity 
loss, JFM has a greater role to play than ever in 
the past. If properly implemented with a landscape 
level approach, a combination of scientific 
approach and rural participation together will pave 
the achievement of India’s pledged contributions to 
the global efforts in climate change mitigation. 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT

The authors are thankful to the authority 
and  staff of Dept. of Silviculture and Agroforestry, 
College of Forestry, Kerala Agricultural University 
for their kind support and encouragement to 
undertake the study.

REFERENCES
Banerjee, P. 2019. Creating Spaces for Conversations 

on Conservation: A Case Study of Joint Forest 
Management in East Sikkim, India. Dissertation. 
University of Texas. AAI13860733. 

Dhanapal, G. 2019. Revisiting participatory forest 
management in India. Curr. Sci. 117(7) : 1161–1166. 

Elias, M. 2010. Gender Equity and Social Inclusion in 
Joint Forest Management: Lessons from Two Indian 
States. Biodiversity International. pp. 1-6. 

FRI. 2015. JFM Committees and Forest Area, ENVIS RP 
on Forestry and Forest Related Livelihoods. 

Ghate, R. 2008. Lack of Investment in Institution 
Building: A Major Lacuna of JFM. pp. 1-26. 

GOI. 2014. National Mission for a Green India (Under 
the National Action Plan on Climate Change). 
Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government 
of India, pp. 1-35. 

Government of Madhya Pradesh. 2015. Capacity 
Development for Management and Training 
Professional. Joint Forest Management (JFM) 
Handbook, pp. 1-43. 

Government of West Bengal. 2016. Concept of JFM. 
Directorate of Forests Government of West Bengal, 
pp. 1-100. 

Hiraldo, R. and Tanner, T. 2011. Forest voices: competing 
narratives over REDD+. IDS Bull. 42(3) : 42–51. 

IUCN. 2020. Balkhila Model Forest: The first of its kind 
in the Indian Himalayan Region. iucn. org. 

Lammerts van Bueren, E. 2015. Hierarchical framework 
for the formulation of sustainable forest management 
standards: principles, criteria, indicators. 
Tropenbos Foundation, Wageningen. p. 82. 

Larson, A. M., Brockhaus, M., Sunderlin, W. D., 
Duchelle, A., Babon, A. and Dokken, T., et al. 2013. 
Land tenure and REDD+: The good, the bad and the 
ugly. Glob. Environ. Change 23(3) : 678–689. 

Luttrell, C., Loft, L., Gebara, M. F., Kweka, D., 
Brockhaus, M. and Angelsen, A., et al. 2013. 
Who should benefit from REDD+? rationales and 
realities. Ecol. Soc. 18(4) : 52. 

Maraseni, T. N., Bhattarai, N., Karky, B. S., Cadman, T., 
Timalsina, N. and Bhandari, T. S., et al. 2019. An 
assessment of governance quality for community-
based forest management systems in Asia: 
Prioritisation of governance indicators at various 
scales. Land Use Policy 81: 750–761. 

MoEF and CC. 2018. National REDD+ Strategy India. 
Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 
Change Government of India 2: 1-41. 

MOEF. 2019. State-wise Funds Released under National 
Afforestation Programme (NAP) and Green India 
Mission (GIM) from 2016-17 to 2018-19. Answer to 
Rajya Sabha session - 249 unstarred question no. 2412. 

MoEF. 2006. Report of the National Forest Commission. 
Ministry of Environment and Forests, Government 
of India. p. 49. 

Murali, K. S., Indu, K., Murthy, N. H. and Ravindranath. 
2002. Joint Forest Management in India and its 
ecological impacts. Manage. Environ. Qual. Int. J. 
13(5) : 512-528. 

Murali, K. S., Jagannatha Rao, R. and Ravindranath, 
N. H. 2003. Institutional and policy issues of 
participatory forestry: Indian experience. Trop. 
Ecol. 44(1) : 73–84. 

Nair, D. C. 2017. Tenth Executive Policy; Forest, 
Forestry, Challenges for Asia-pacific. 

Nandigama, S. 2020. Performance of success and 
failure in grassroots conservation and development 
interventions: Gender dynamics in participatory 
forest management in India. Land Use Policy 
97:103445. 

Pathan, R. S., Arul, N. J. and Poffenberger, M. 2001. 
Forest Protection Committees in Gujarat: Joint 



December 2021 163PRESENT CHALLENGES IN JOINT FOREST MANAGEMENT

Management Initiative. Sustainable Forest 
Management Working Paper No. 7. Ford Foundation, 
p. 26. 

Paul, S. and Chakrabarti, S. 2011. Socio-economic 
issues in forest management in India. For. Policy 
Econ. 13(1) : 55–60. 

Sarin, M. 1995. Joint forest management in India: 
achievements and unaddressed challenges. Unasylva 
46(30) : 30–36. 

Sarker, D. 2009. Joint forest management: Critical 
issues. Econ. Polit. Wkly 44(4) : 15–17. 

Sarker, D. and Das, N. 2008. A study of economic 
outcome of joint forest management programme 
in West Bengal: The strategic decisions between 
government and forest fringe community. Indian 
Econ. Rev. 43(1) : 17–45. 

Saxena, N. C. 1997. The saga of participatory forest 
management in India. The Center for International 
Forestry Research. p. 214. doi: 10. 17528/
cifor/000090. 

Shylendra, H. S. 2002. Environmental rehabilitation and 
livelihood impact emerging trends from Ethiopia 
and Gujarat. Econ. Polit. Wkly 37(31) : 3286-3292. 

Shylendra, H. S. 2015. Regenerating forests through 
people’s participation: how far has the joint forest 

management (JFM) Worked? IIM Kozhikode Soc. 
Manage. Rev. 4(2) : 152–165. 

Singh, S. and Kewat, A. K. 2021. Comprehensive 
overview of REDD+ in India: status, opportunities 
and challenges. Grassroots J. Nat. Resour. 4(3) : 
185–200. 

Sundar, N. 2000. Unpacking the “Joint” in Joint Forest 
Management. Dev. Change 31(1) : 255–279. 

Tiwary, M. 2005. Panchayats versus forest protection 
committees equity and institutional compliance in 
rural development forestry. Econ. Polit. Wkly 14(19) 
: 1999-2005. 

Upadhyay, S. 2003. JFM in India: Some Legal Concerns. 
Econ. Polit. Wkly 38(35) : 3629–3631. 

Vergara-Asenjo, G., Mateo-Vega, J., Alvarado, A, and 
Potvin C. A. 2017. A participatory approach to 
elucidate the consequences of land invasions on 
REDD+ initiatives: A case study with Indigenous 
communities in Panama. Plos One 12(12) : 
e0189463. 

Vijge, M. J. and Gupta, A. 2014. Framing REDD+ in 
India: Carbonizing and centralizing Indian forest 
governance. Environ. Sci. Policy 38: 17–27. 


