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ABSTRACT
Community forestry and household biogas digesters that reduce firewood dependence for
cooking are two complimentary and relatively successful programs in Nepal. Both have their
roots in 1970s development initiatives that ran largely as parallel programs with minor
intersections until the late 1990s when some community forest groups began to promote biogas
digesters as a tool to further development and forest conversation objectives. This research
analyzes the import and impact of the intersection between community forestry and biogas, with
a focus on their impacts across scale from households to global markets. Two central research
questions guide this study, with the results based on qualitative ethnographic fieldwork, over 300
interviews, participant observation, and primary document collection conducted over 17 months
during a three year period in Kathmandu, Jhapa and Gorkha districts of Nepal.
The first research question seeks to understand how environmental governmentality and
subjectivities can help us to situate individuals’ actions and perceptions regarding the case of
community forestry and biogas adoption in Nepal, as well as what this empirical case can
contribute to further our understandings of the evolving concept of environmental
governmentality. By applying foundational elements of Michel Foucault’s governmentality to
community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal, this study demonstrates how community
forestry has become a tool used to modify environment related behaviors.

This research

contributes to environmental governmentality literature by arguing that researchers must also
consider the complex interplay of multiple subjectivities residing within individuals and how this
impacts their changing environmental attitudes and behaviors.
The second core question is how are community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal
situated in national and international movements for sustainability, development, and carbon
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markets and how do those connections influence the form and content of these specific programs
in Nepal? This research finds that from their inception, both community forestry and biogas
have been connected to global movements and events, but that the discourses surrounding them
and the rationale for their continuation has changed. Knowledge production, discourse, and
power are foundational elements of environmental governmentality that contribute to
understanding and analyzing this process. By analyzing how the discourses and rationales
surrounding these two initiatives change over time, this research contributes to a better
understanding of the complex and varied workings of environmental governmentality.
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birta –
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daal bhaat –

darne dine –
digo bikaas –
doko –
himal(s) –
jaDibuTi –
jagir –

Label applied to diverse range of ethnic and tribal groups of South Asia
believed to be descendents of aboriginal peoples.
Movement, used to refer to popular uprisings, see jana andolan.
A patronage land tenure system whereby the state grants land to
individuals who may then use the land for their livelihood. The Birta
Abolition Act of 1959 ended this practice and converted all birta land
ownership to the government with users subject to land taxation.
An open wood stove often made from stones and mud. “Smokeless
chulo” refers to a type of wood stove that is enclosed and has a chimney.
The staple meal in Nepal, eaten twice a day. “daal” is a lentil soup and
“bhaat” is cooked rice. “daal bhaat” is commonly used to refer to the
entire meal which typically includes rice, lentils, fried vegetables, and a
spicy relish.
To stage a sit-in.
Sustainable development.
A traditional cone-shaped basket that is carried on the back with a trump
line around the forehead.
Snow covered mountains, i.e. the Himalayas.
Medicinal herbs.
In current parlance, “job” – typically referring to salaried employment.
Historically, a patronage land tenure system whereby the state replaces
cash salary to government employees with the right to collect land taxes
for a specified territory for a period of one year, subject to renewal. The
system was officially abolished in 1951.

jalabaayu
paribartan –
jana andolan –

Climate change.
People’s Movement. Used to refer to popular uprising by the masses to
demand political change. jana andolan refers to the people’s movement
of 1990 to restore democracy. jana andolan II refers to the 2006 popular
uprising demanding an end to the civil war between the government and
the Maoists and also demanding the end of the King’s active rule.
janajati –
Umbrella term applied to diverse range of ethnic groups.
kendra –
Center – both location and a place or building where a specified activity is
located.
khabardaar –
Warning against something bad, i.e beware.
khole –
Cattle feed made of cut greens, grain, kitchen scraps, and additives such as
salt. It is slow cooked over an open fire to make a soupy mixture. Also
known as khundo.
khet –
A farm field, usually referring to wet or irrigated cropland.
khukuri –
Traditional Nepali knife.
khundo –
See khole.
muddah –
Stool made of bamboo with a woven top. May include re-purposed rubber
bicycle tire around the bottom.
nang ra masu jasto – Nepali idiom meaning it is just like that of fingernail and flesh.
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Nepalko dhan,
hariyo ban
pahadi –
panchayat –

raksi –
Rashtriya
Panchayat –

Nepali saying meaning green forest is Nepal’s wealth.
A person from the hills.
Literally, “assembly.” A form of political governance where
representatives may be elected or unelected, depending on the format.
Traditionally refers to an assembly of local leaders to handle local issues.
In the context of Nepal, refers to both a local assembly and a centralized
political system in place from 1960-1990 which functioned as an
authoritarian government headed by the King with both directly elected
and indirectly elected members of the National Assembly.
Home made alcohol typically made from millet.
National Assembly, see panchayat.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

Crouching on the cool earthen floor next to an open fire ring, Yamini takes a deep
breath, blows on the glowing embers, and pushes wood into the fire. The wood crackles and the
red flames heat the blackened pot in which she is preparing her family’s meal. She coughs as
smoke rises and her eyes water from the sting of the smoke. The firewood required to meet her
family’s cooking energy needs was gathered by herself and her daughter from a combination of
the local community forest and the few trees lining her family’s terraced farmland then carried
home over steep terrain. She is interrupted by a chronic racking cough as smoke rises from the
fire, and repeats the process. She then places a pan on the fire to cook vegetables, continually
stoking the fire and crouching low to the ground to blow on the embers. After serving and
enjoying a hard-earned meal of daal bhaat, she takes the dishes outside to scrub clean. Despite
vigorous scrubbing, the black residue the fire leaves on the pots, pans, and cooking utensils will
not fade. When a neighbor stops by to discuss the community forest user group’s new rules on
firewood collection and distribution, she rushes to prepare tea, stoking the fire again and adding
more firewood, staying by the fire until the tea is ready while her husband and neighbor chat on
the front porch; when the tea is ready, she joins them apologizing for the delay.
Next door, Yamini’s neighbor Sabita is also preparing daal bhaat. Once a day, she
spends 20 minutes collecting cattle manure, puts it into a cement mixer with water, stirs it, and
releases it into an underground tank. The methane gas released by the decomposing manure
rises, and the pressure pushes the remaining solid manure out into a holding pit, which is then
spread on the fields as an organic fertilizer. When Sabita needs to cook, she simply turns a ball
valve allowing the gas building in the underground tank to enter through the pipes to the biogas
stove in the kitchen and lights it with a match. Her food cooks quickly, and when it comes time
to wash dishes, her pots and pans are free of the black residue indicative of firewood. When a
neighbor arrives at her home to discuss the latest happenings at the community forest user
group’s meeting, including new funding to continue with their biogas support program, her
husband offers to brew up some tea quickly on the biogas while Sabita and the guest settle in to
chat on the front porch. The neighbor opens up with, “Did you know that foreign countries give
us money for not burning firewood?”

* * *
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The two composite vignettes above are representative of household experiences across
rural Nepal. A majority of Nepal’s rural population depends upon firewood for cooking with
estimates ranging from 75% to 83% (see UNDP 2009; Government of Nepal NPC and UN
2010). Millions of Nepali households share common experiences in the difficulties of cooking
with firewood, from the time consuming and labor-intensive task of gathering the firewood to
respiratory illnesses caused by inhaling smoke. Alternatives exist to reduce indoor air pollution
and associated respiratory disease by reducing reliance on firewood, such as through improved
cooking stoves that burn wood more efficiently and direct smoke outside (a technology adopted
by approximately 7% of households), or by replacing firewood with an alternative, such as
biogas technology (adopted by approximately 2.4% of households) (UNDP 2011).
The premise behind biogas is a simple one – organic matter decomposes.
decomposition resulting from anaerobic digestion releases methane.

The

Methane is a potent

greenhouse gas and is estimated to be 21 to 23 times more damaging than the same volume of
carbon dioxide (Sharma et al 2010; Themelis and Ulloa 2007). When methane is burned, the
carbon and hydrogen atoms combine with oxygen to create carbon dioxide and water vapor as
the by-product. Capturing that methane and turning it into a usable energy source can replace a
range of other emission-producing energy sources including firewood. While burning methane
still releases greenhouse gases, carbon dioxide (CO2) is less potent than the methane and it also
avoids the release of CO2 currently sequestered in other sources, such as wood.
firewood releases that sequestered CO2.

Burning

Thus, the emission reduction results from the

combination of two factors: (1) The methane that would have been emitted regardless through
natural processes of decomposition is now harnessed for energy, and (2) The emissions from the
energy source replaced by biogas are eliminated, or at least reduced. As a result, biogas is a
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registered clean development mechanism (CDM) and as such, the Nepalese Government and a
few select non-governmental organizations (NGOs) can trade the carbon reductions realized by
household biogas adoption in the open international carbon market on behalf of the farmers who
receive construction subsidies in exchange for their carbon rights.
Community forest user groups (CFUGs), numbering over 14,000 in Nepal, regulate the
collection and use of forest products, including firewood.

Several hundred of them have

decided, some independently and others in conjunction with partner organizations, to promote
and provide monetary support to households to switch to biogas, both to improve quality of life
and to enhance forest conservation. However, the means by which families cook are not simply
stories of individual households making energy choices, nor of community environmental
conservation or degradation. Both individuals and their communities are, often unwittingly,
caught up in global relationships and governance of people, energy, and environment.
To borrow from Michel Foucault, government is the governance of complex relationships
between people and things to achieve specific outcomes for each of those objects of governance;
outcomes which are convenient to both government and society (Foucault 1991, 95). For the
purpose of this research, the “things” are energy and environment.

People, energy, and

environment share relationships; neither energy nor environment can be governed by ignoring
their relationships to people and society. When I turn on my electric range in my central
Pennsylvania home, the energy to power that range connects me to coal and nuclear power plants
across the state of Pennsylvania (and perhaps the smattering of wind turbines sprouting up on
ridge tops). With no conscious decision on my part, I am caught up in a web of debates on clean
coal, fossil fuels, the savior vs. destroyer nuclear power complex. I put another pot of tea on the
stove, and unbeknownst to me, I am swimming in state and federal energy regulations and taxes,
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drowned by political stumping on solutions for energy independence, and thrown a deflated life
vest in the form of the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act that tosses $79 billion at
renewable energy, energy efficiency, and green transportation. I am unconsciously connected,
via technology, to an energy and environment governance structure that extends from my electric
range to the United Nation’s (UN) annual Climate Change Conferences complete with protesters
and arrests.
The woman using firewood is labeled a “destroyer” (of forests, of habitat, of global
climate patterns). The woman using biogas is labeled a “savior” (of forests, of habitat, of global
climate patterns). Their energy source is immediate, corporeal, lending tangible static labels to
characterize their people-energy-environment nexus. Me? That corporeal reality is disjointed; I
do not see the physical source of the energy boiling my tea when I turn on the electric range; yet
I am no less connected to the people-energy-environment governance that creates that energy
and regulates my usage of it. These energy-environment relationships – connecting the Nepali
woman making tea over firewood gathered from a forest bounded by rules and action plans,
connecting the Nepali woman making tea over biogas to international capitalist-based carbon
markets, to myself making tea on an electric range governed by a mind-boggling complex of
energy regulations – in all cases, the individual and their actions are caught in a nexus of peopleenergy-environment governance that seeks to turn individuals into (perhaps unwitting)
accomplices to achieve specifically and narrowly defined state and international objectives of
development, sustainability, and climate change mitigation.

4

Research Overview
When biogas promotion and adoption first entered Nepalese government programs in
1975, conservation was not the dominant driver, but rather the development of agricultural
technology. Today, “conservation” permeates the discourses surrounding biogas promotion and
adoption due to its perceived role in displacing firewood for cooking and reducing CO2
emissions. Forest conservation discourses and programs have picked up biogas as a tool to
further specific forest conservation goals that are now also being linked to climate change and
carbon trading. Community forest user groups in Nepal – locally appointed committees that
manage the forest resource and its benefits – are actively involved in supporting and spreading
biogas technology adoption, both through independent efforts and in conjunction with national
and international non-governmental organizations.
Community forestry as practiced in Nepal has seen both successes and challenges since
its inception, as has the biogas program. This research examines how and why these two
programs intersect, perceptions of their connections, and the impact this has across scale. Both
programs draw on discourses of conversation, livelihood, personal and environmental health, and
climate change, and both are increasingly linked to aspirations for carbon credit revenue. Both
programs are intimately connected to international discourses of sustainability, conservation, and
carbon markets – both independently and in conjunction. Users of community forest resources
recognize a connection between biogas usage and the community forest; their decisions to build
biogas, while driven by personal benefits, tie them into national and international environmental
governmentalities.
Governmentality, as introduced by Michel Foucault and expounded on by subsequent
scholars, provides a critical entry point to thinking about the governance of people-energy-
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environment relationships. At its core, governmentality relates power and the multiple ways in
which it is manifested to regulate a population and its welfare. Environmental governmentality,
or “environmentality” as some scholars label it (see Luke 1999 and Agrawal 2005), seeks to
bring the environment directly into the realm of governmentality. If governmentality includes
under its purview how and why people come to self-regulate and replicate the goals of the state
unconsciously in their everyday behavior by way of the multiple manifestations of power and
technologies of government, environmental governmentality then brings the environment into
that mixture:

how and why do individuals come to act in new ways in relation to the

environment such that they are reproducing the objectives set by others at larger scales of
governance – the state, the international non-governmental organization (INGO) circuit, the UN?
The intersection and mutual dependence of community forestry and biogas provides the
launching point for this study’s exploration of environmental governmentality. In this present
work, the concept of environmental governmentality is used to explore the processes and scalar
impacts of the relationships between community forestry, biogas promotion and adoption, users’
perceptions of these programs, and their ties to national and international strategies and
discourses surrounding development and climate change mitigation.
In the pages that follow, I will briefly introduce biogas and community forestry in the
context of Nepal, the central theoretical and research questions of this study, and outline the
chapters to follow.

Introducing Biogas
Nepal boasts over 250,000 household level biogas plants supplying families with clean,
reliable cooking fuel (SNV 2012). Biogas is largely built and used at the household scale, but
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has benefits at multiple scales and in multiple spheres (see Figure 1.1). Households reap the
benefits of improved health and reduced drudgery, particularly women, who dominate firewood
collection and cooking tasks. Indoor air pollution is reduced, thus reducing respiratory disease.
Food cooks quickly, allowing women to tend to other tasks. Less time is spent collecting
firewood; that time can then be re-allocated to other household or economic generation activities
or perhaps leisure. Biogas produces a slurry by-product that is applied to farm fields as an
organic fertilizer and can reduce reliance on artificial urea fertilizer, also saving the family
money.

Figure 1.1 Typical household biogas digester in Jhapa (left) and Gorkha (right). Photographs
by author.

Biogas contributes to forest and environmental conservation efforts by reducing reliance
on firewood. This helps to secure forest-dependent livelihoods while reducing CO2 emissions
and improving the local, and by extension global, environment. Enhanced forest conservation
leads to improved watershed management and decreased soil erosion, which also help to sustain
rural livelihoods and enhance quality of life. Biogas is a registered CDM and is in the process of
being certified for trade on the carbon market for its contribution in reducing CO2 emissions.
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Once approved, this carbon trade would benefit national policy schemes to develop and maintain
renewable energy programs through carbon revenue. Indeed, the biogas program in Nepal has
proven so successful that the public-private partnership for biogas model pioneered in Nepal is
being exported to other developing countries including Vietnam and Indonesia.
While biogas has many benefits and the potential to improve quality of life for hundreds of
thousands of rural households, it is not a cure-all solution. Although much literature describes
biogas as replacing firewood as an energy source, this is not accurate. It reduces dependence on
firewood for cooking. Some households choose to cook meat and milk on firewood for various
reasons including: to preserve or enhance taste, because it takes too long to cook on (a limited
supply of) gas, or because it will be polluted and unfit for religious purposes. Roasted corn, a
favorite snack particularly in colder months, is roasted on firewood in a process which begins
with roasting the corn in its husk, then pulling the husk back and roasting the corn until the
kernels are singed (see Figure 1.2, left). Popcorn is also often popped over firewood. How
households choose to cook specific foods is not simply a matter of energy procurement, but is
also dependent upon tastes and tradition. For some families, the gas produced by the biogas
plant is insufficient to meet all of their cooking energy needs, thus firewood is only partially
displaced. Many biogas users complain that in colder months, gas production decreases. They
often make up the energy difference with an increase in firewood usage during those months.
Firewood is also used for more than cooking meals. In rural Nepal firewood is needed to make
raksi, a local home-brewed rice whisky that is slow cooked over a fire for hours (see Figure 1.2,
center). Farmers cook a soupy mixture known as khole or khundo1 composed of water, grain,
fresh cut greens, left over food, and supplements for their cattle daily. It is often cooked over
firewood in a large vat in or near the barn (see Figure 1.2, right). While biogas does certainly
1

There is regional variation in the word used to describe this cooked cattle feed.
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reduce the demand of firewood for cooking meals, it does not entirely replace firewood as a
needed energy source.

Figure 1.2: Using firewood. These three photographs are from separate households that also
have biogas. Firewood is still needed to roast corn (left), to make raksi (center) and to cook
cattle feed known as khole, also called khundo (right). Photographs by author.

Biogas in Nepal is a technology geared toward land owning, cattle rearing farmers with the
majority having been built by Bahun and Chhetri families, the traditional elites in the caste
system. Such a technology inherently excludes the poor who do not own enough land to build a
biogas plant, or who do not own cattle. Several new additional subsidy programs have been
offered to address these inherent social biases in biogas adoption. Government subsidy schemes,
made possible in part by funds from the Dutch and German governments, help to reduce the cost
of biogas for the poorest and most vulnerable among the potential-biogas-building population.
Since 2009, new smaller two cubic meter household biogas digesters fueled with sewage or other
organic wastes have also been promoted. However, biogas is not the only technology available
to reduce reliance on firewood. There are also programs to promote and build the much more
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affordable smokeless chulo, a wood stove that burns more efficiently thus consuming less
firewood, and has a chimney to reduce indoor air pollution.
Additionally, biogas produces a globally traded commodity for the government and NGOs
– carbon credits. The aggregate decisions of hundreds of thousands of individual households are
needed in order for Nepal to benefit from this global market. This raises questions of how the
farmer will benefit from such trade (by accepting a government subsidy to build the plant today,
farmers consign their future carbon trading rights to national entities as per their biogas
contractual agreement) and questions of power and efficacy in relation to Nepal’s, and the biogas
program’s, global position in carbon trading governance and markets. All of these benefits,
shortcomings, and relationships, from the local to the global, rest in part on the constructed
ecological, economic, and social value of cattle, carbon emissions, and trees.

Introducing Community Forestry
Due to its role in reducing reliance on firewood, the adoption of biogas as an alternative
energy source in Nepal is connected to trees and forest management. Over 14,000 CFUGs
control approximately 23% of Nepal’s forests (1.1 million hectares of forest) that in turn benefit
an estimated 35% of the population. With over 14,000 groups, the community forest experience
is not monolithic; it can vary widely depending on an array of factors and stories of success are
commonly tempered with shortcomings. Nepal’s CFUGs can improve the condition of forests,
generate community income, promote social mobilization, foster localized governance, and
promote the participation of women, the poor, and marginalized castes (Timsina 2003; Kanel
2004). However, CFUGs may suffer from both internal and local-national political strife as well
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as reinforce existing power structures, wealth privilege, and social inequities (Shrestha 2001;
Timsina 2003; Nightingale 2005).
Perhaps the greatest forestry debate in the Nepali press and NGO circuit today is not
about the efficacy of community forestry as an institution, but rather on the politics of
deforestation and the players involved – with everyone from the Minister of Forests himself
down to field agents and specific CFUGs being implicated. The 2010 headlines in Nepal have
cried deforestation and smuggling plots at all levels, with common headlines reading: “Forest
officials, CFUGs found involved in illegal logging in many districts” (Nepalnews 2010a),
“Massive deforestation taking place under the tutelage of Forest Ministry officials” (Nepalnews
2010b), “Forest User Groups Misusing Rights: Govt” (Shah 2010).

As if to justify these

headlines, a recent parliamentary Committee on Natural Resources and Means report found that
2009 saw the worst deforestation in Nepal in 30 years (Bhushal 2010; Khadka 2010). The report
claims, and BBC field investigations verify, that Indian timber demand is fueling deforestation in
Nepal (Khadka 2010). In short, Nepalese conservationists and officials claim that, “as India
takes steps to protect its forests in the fight against climate change, timber smuggling from Nepal
is on the rise” (Khadka 2010).
While advocates argue that the recent spates of smuggling and deforestation are not due
to CFUGs (and indeed, are happening at higher rates in non-community forests), the government
issued new proposed guidelines on July 1, 2010, that effectively serve to constrict the freedom of
CFUGs and, if passed, would serve to direct more funds from community forests into
government coffers. The current era in Nepal is one of political uncertainty, and historically in
Nepal it is during such times, including 1979 and 1990 after popular uprisings, that the forests
suffer as opportunistic smugglers take advantage of the perceived lack of rule of law. The last
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year of greatest deforestation on record is 1979, after a popular student uprising (Bhusal 2010).
Nepal is currently in such a politically uncertain era, and forests have become more politicized,
and abused, in the process. While periods of political uncertainty historically correspond with
increased deforestation in Nepal, there are additional regional and global demands being placed
on those forests that bring the smuggling to the attention of the international media.
Nepal’s forests are under pressure from both inside and out, both to remain standing and
to be felled. Indian demand on Nepali timber occurs at a time when developing nations are
implementing national plans to conserve standing timber and implement carbon measuring
technologies in order to benefit financially from the UN’s proposed Reducing Emissions from
Deforestation and forest Degradation (REDD) program.

If REDD should be adopted

internationally, countries such as India and Nepal stand to profit by having standing timber
sequester carbon in an effort to mitigate climate change and reduce release of CO2. The demand
on timber has not decreased but, as recent reports claim, is simply being displaced from Indian
forests to Nepali forests. This displacement of timber harvesting for the purpose of accessing
global carbon market profit brings to light potential shortcomings and questions of efficacy and
equity in these potential globalized carbon markets. Nepal’s forests are also under domestic and
international pressure to remain standing in order to benefit from REDD, and are home to three
project sites to operationalize REDD at the community watershed level. One of the communities
in Gorkha included in this study is embedded in the REDD pilot project being run by three
organizations (two international and one national). At the community meetings to explain
REDD, climate change, and the importance of forests, facilitators discuss biogas as one measure
to reduce CO2 emissions, conserve forests and thus increase community carbon revenue through
standing carbon.
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“Just Like Fingernail and Flesh”
CFUGs have the freedom to engage in a variety of village development activities of their
choosing. Some are done in conjunction with partner organizations, others from the group’s own
operating funds. Promoting and providing monetary support to biogas is one such activity.
During conversations with biogas users, I asked, “What is the relationship between the
community forest and biogas?” A common response to the question came in the form of a
Nepali idiom: “nang ra masu jasto” – it is just like that of fingernail and flesh – while pointing
to a fingernail and the flesh behind it to emphasize the point. In Nepal, biogas exists as an
alternative to firewood. Thus, any consideration of biogas in Nepal is inextricably linked to
questions of the status, use, and management of forests. However, the linking of biogas directly
to community forestry and forest conservation really only took hold from the late 1990s
onwards; it was not the emphasis when biogas was introduced as a government policy in the
mid-1970s.
Both Nepal’s community forest program and Nepal’s biogas program have largely been
regarded as successful and models for NGOs to replicate in other countries. This success, while
tempered with shortcomings and a host of place-specific problems to be discussed later, is touted
at all levels from villagers to development professionals. While traveling on a bus from Gorkha
to Kathmandu – where myself and a Nepali filmmaker with whom I was traveling that day were
lucky to get seats on muddah (small bamboo stools) placed in the aisle of the bus along with
sacks of rice – a store keeper traveling with his 5 year old grand-daughter engaged me in
conversation about what I was doing in Nepal. When I explained that I was working with
community forest groups that are promoting biogas technology, he replied, “Ah, yes, community
forestry and biogas are the two successful programs of Nepal.” While this is just one anecdote,
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people with whom I spoke during the course of this research commonly expressed nationalist
pride in Nepal’s community forestry and biogas.

While academics and some development

professionals take a much more critical lens to these programs, this does not negate the popular
sentiments regarding these programs and the national pride that they imbue for many Nepalis.
Current shifting political winds aside, community forestry in Nepal does have a relatively
successful history. Community forestry as practiced today had its early roots in Panchayat
Forests and Panchayat Protected Forests that began to be formed in the late 1970s under
government direction as part of a World Bank sponsored program. Running parallel to this was
the government’s newly launched biogas program beginning in 1975.

The histories of

decentralizing Nepal’s forest sector and biogas technology largely run parallel with minor
intersections until the 1990s, when they became more explicitly linked and biogas promotion
shifted from large land owning farmers to smaller and smaller cattle holding farmers dependent
on forest resources. Beginning in the late 1990s, those connections and intersections deepened
as more CFUGs turned to biogas as a forest conservation and quality of life improvement
measure. Nepal’s community forestry and biogas programs are two initiatives that have not only
had success and improved quality of life in Nepal, but they have become models for other
countries.

Nepal exports its community forest and biogas knowledge to other developing

countries; it is seen as a leader in these fields.

Although these two programs have been

successful independently, their intersection and mutual dependence provides the launching point
for this study’s exploration of environmental governmentality.
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Introducing the Research Questions
Biogas and community forestry, as independent entities, as sets of practices, as livelihood
strategies, are wrapped up in global discourses of sustainability, development, and now carbon
trading and climate change. Their histories run parallel and intersect while tracing a story of
neo-liberalizing energy and environmental management. Both are embedded in governance
structures with specific goals to influence, shape, and reap the benefits of specific individual and
communal actions. This research investigates the impact and implication of promoting biogas
technology through CFUGs by exploring two key questions.
First, how does environmental governmentality help us to understand individuals’ actions
and perceptions in relation to community forestry and biogas adoption in Nepal as well as how,
why, and to what effect community forestry and biogas technology can further evolving
understandings of environmental governmentality. Foucault argues that governing is about
governing the relationships between people and things. In the context of this research, the
“things” in question are the environment and energy. How does the people-energy-environment
governance nexus in Nepal inform our understandings of environmental governmentality and
vice-versa? With pressures from below to conserve forests for local environmental services
provided (water retention, fodder for farm animals, preventing soil erosion) and pressures from
above to create carbon-based revenue through standing carbon, we find a situation where Nepali
farmers are embedded in multiple overlapping webs of discourses and governance. Among the
elements of governmentality explained by Foucault are government’s plurality of aims,
knowledge production and discourse, and technologies of government.
In Nepal there are a plurality of aims to be gained by governing the relationship between
people-energy-environment, which include improving the rural population’s living standards,
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ensuring environmental conservation, and profiting from carbon markets. Specific discourses
and knowledges are produced in conjunction with the deployment of technologies of government
to achieve this aim and to make individuals witting or unwitting accomplices in modifying their
behavior in order to govern specific forested spaces. Using Arun Agrawal’s (2005) concept of
environmental subjects and environmentality, this research explores whether and how
participation in community forestry promotes an identity as an environmental subject, fosters
interest in other environmental sustainability programs, and influences how people come to think
and act in new ways in relation to the environment.
This leads into the second question – how are community forestry and biogas technology
in Nepal situated in national and international movements for sustainability, development, and
carbon markets and how do those connections influence the form and content of these specific
programs in Nepal? This question explores how local programs are embedded within national
and global movements and how such embeddedness has (or has not) affected the ways in which
individuals and CFUGs perceive their role and relationship to their surrounding environment and
scalar communities.

Understanding whether and how people’s locally situated actions are

informed and shaped by forces at local, national, or global levels, or a combination thereof, will
provide insight into the scaled aspects of environmental governmentality.
The histories of biogas and community forestry in Nepal are both rooted in the 1970s, but
it was neo-liberal development strategies of the 1990s that saw the expansion of the programs.
Now in the new millennium both are embedded in global carbon practices and markets.
Analyzing biogas and community forestry through a lens of environmental governmentality can
help us to understand both their historical trajectories and how and to what effect they are
currently embedded in local practices and global discourses. The above questions are explored
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through the lived experiences of villagers and CFUGs in two districts, Jhapa in the far
southeastern Tarai2, and Gorkha in the Western Himalayan region. Understanding how groups
design synergies between programs that advance sustainability on many fronts impacts not only
community forestry in Nepal, but those involved in promoting and implementing
environmentally and socially sustainable practices worldwide. Furthermore, by analyzing these
questions through the lens of environmental governmentality, we can critically examine the role
of power and knowledge production in creating carbon-sensitive subjectivities.
Biogas and community forestry are often relegated to separate parallel tracks in academic
literature where they are analyzed separately for their social, environmental, technological, and
policy impacts. This is not so in practitioner literature, particularly in recent years as integrated
programs seek to reap benefits from a transition in global discourses to climate change and
carbon credits. This study integrates the discussion of community forestry and biogas, two
practices that have a reciprocal environmental and social relationship, by exploring the histories
of these initiatives, their associated policies, the perspectives and experiences of individuals from
the village to the national level who actively implement and live these practices, and how they
are embedded in international discourses of development, sustainability, and climate change.
This study contributes to current debates and discussions on environmental governmentality by
sifting through these layers of lived experience, history, and policy at local, national, and
international levels to provide a nuanced understanding of the impacts and experiences stemming
from decisions made by individuals and communities to adapt behavior and practices in their
relationship with the environment.

2

Tarai denotes the narrow flat plains at the base of the Himalayan range running along Nepal’s southern
border with India. “The Tarai” equates to “The Plains.”
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Structure of the Dissertation
The present work is laid out in two parts. Chapters 2 through 4 provide the foundational
background for this study including theory, methods, and history. Chapter 2 critically engages
with the academic literature on political ecology and environmental governmentality, including
discussion on Foucault and how his work on governmentality informs the environmental
governmentality literature. Chapter 3 presents the research design of this study, including a more
in-depth description of the research questions and main arguments, a review of methods, and
summary of field sites. Here the selection and significance of Nepal as a site of engagement is
discussed. Chapter 4 follows the parallel and at times overlapping neo-liberalizing histories of
community forestry and biogas development while situating them in larger global movements of
forest rights, decentralization, and environmental governmentality.
The second part of this work focuses on the case study specifics, findings, and broader
implications.

Chapter 5 begins to explore the research question of how environmental

governmentality helps us to understand individuals’ actions and perceptions in relation to the
environment as well as how, why, and to what effect community forestry and biogas technology
are products of specific environmentalities. This chapter builds on the historical narratives of
Chapter 4 and adds analysis from fieldwork with members of nine CFUGs to examine how
biogas and respondents’ actions and perceptions are related to environmental governmentality.
Biogas is a gendered technology; it is built for households but differentially impacts
women’s experiences in energy use, household chores, and health.

Chapter 6 focuses on

gendered involvement, promotion, benefits, and perspectives of biogas and community forestry.
The chapter explores the distinctions between men and women’s ideological understandings of
energy, specifically biogas, to provide a nuanced and fluid understanding of environmental
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governmentality with differential ideological underpinnings informing material practices.
Environmental governmentality and its consequences are not static; they are fluid and cannot be
disassociated from other embedded meanings and practices such as gender, international
environmentalism, and development discourses.
Biogas and community forestry do not exist independently in bounded spaces within
Nepal; they are practices embedded in global discourses of development, sustainability, and
carbon markets. Chapter 7 traverses scale, from the household in village Nepal to the World
Bank in Washington, DC, to answer the second question of this study namely, how do
international movements and discourses of development, sustainability, and carbon markets
influence the form and content of community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal? This
chapter will analyze Nepal’s role in the global structures of climate change mitigation and carbon
markets as well as users’ perceptions of the scalar benefits of their personal choices. “Carbon
rights” is key to this discussion, both empirically in how these discourses are playing out in
government policy and in users’ households as well as the theoretical implications that carbon
rights hold for environmental governmentality.
Chapter 8 concludes this study by tying together the threads of history and findings to
demonstrate how this case of biogas and community forestry adds to our understandings of
environmental governmentality and environmental governmentality’s material consequences as
enacted in daily life. Here, we will reflect on the larger implications and consequences for
broader initiatives to promote environmentally and socially sustainable practices.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

“A system of conservation based solely on economic self-interest … tends to relegate to
government many functions eventually too large, too complex, or too widely dispersed to be
performed by government” ~ Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac

* * *

A research project grounded in community forestry is based in part on an assumption that
collective management of a common resource – forests – is possible. With this assumption as a
cornerstone, this research seeks to understand both how environmental governmentality can
illuminate the case of community forestry and biogas promotion in Nepal as well as what this
particular case can add to existing understandings of environmental governmentality. However,
before reviewing literature relevant to environmental governmentality, it is necessary to first
acknowledge and understand core debates in natural resource management strategies and
histories which can then give rise to a new literature that introduces Michel Foucault’s concept
of governmentality into discussions of environmental resource governance.
This chapter begins by highlighting a brief history of global forest governance and how
movements for localized forest management emerged. Understanding global historic patterns of
power in forest spaces provides a deeper understanding of how and why community forestry
emerged in the late 20th century. This in turn provides a sound entry point into a more theoretical
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discussion tracing debates in common pool resource management. From here, the discussion
moves to the development of political ecology as a field and how it can be used to better
understand complex human-environment relations. Elements of Foucault’s governmentality are
then summarized with a focus on its application in understanding environmental governance.
This is then followed by a discussion of how political ecology and governmentality can intersect
to enhance the concept of environmental governmentality and understanding power in humanenvironment relations. The chapter concludes by discussing the recent surge in development and
application of governmentality to human-environment understandings.

Brief Global History of Forest Governance
Community forestry is a governance mechanism that devolves centralized control of
forest resources to community based groups such that communities become the managers and
guardians of a specified forested space, for the benefit of the community. These programs are
often government sponsored or monitored initiatives to provide community based groups with
resource access through forest management. Community forest initiatives stem in part from a
reaction to colonial style central control of resources based on scientific forestry that excluded
people from the forest by denying them access to the resource and/or forcibly removing people.
To understand how and why community forestry arose as an alternate form of forest
management, it is necessary to understand the forms of forest management that preceded it and
the opposition associated with historically marginalizing and exclusive forest policies.
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Centralization of Forest Governance
With extensive European colonial expansion from 1600 onwards came a rise in
deforestation of colonial holdings. Forests were cleared for agriculture. Trees of economic
value were lumbered and shipped to Europe as raw material for furniture and ship making. After
centuries of forest clearance, European scientists in colonies began to connect people, forests,
and climate change, particularly in island environments (Barton 2002; Grove 1995, 264; Guha
2000). Colonial powers protected forests for their own needs as construction materials, but
began to issue forest protection ordinances to prevent other problems stemming from forest
removal, including changes to local climate and water availability (Grove 1995, 271).
Often before European arrival, forests had been used and maintained by local populations
(Guha 2000, 27). Although European colonists characterized indigenous practices of swidden
agriculture as wasteful, it was only the arrival of European colonists, and their land clearance for
agriculture or cash crops such as tea and cotton and desire to lumber wood for export to Europe,
that made such centralized policies “necessary” to “save” the forest resources. Diamond (2005)
would remind us that pre-colonial societies such as Easter Island could also exploit their
resources to the point of resource collapse, and Bryant (1996) points out that prior to British rule,
Burmese peasants were excluded from forest resources by the monarchical government that
regulated and taxed forest use. However, the dominant course of colonial history, as outlined by
scholars such as Grove and Guha, shows that colonial European powers were the source of rapid
and significant environmental changes in their colonial holdings and that the consequences of
these changes (soil erosion, loss of rainfall, decline in resource availability) prompted the
emergence of scientific forestry which centralized forest control and excluded local populations
from resources.
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The rise of scientific forestry began in late-medieval Europe, but the modern variation
and global dissemination is often traced to George Perkins Marsh and Gifford Pinochet in North
America, and Dietrich Brandis of Germany working in India on behalf of the British. The
Germans developed a forestry system based on yield-management, and it was this system that
they exported to other countries around the globe (Guha 2000, 34). The goal of scientific
forestry was not to “preserve” forests in a “natural” state, but rather to conserve them, to create
an efficient system and ensure a sustainable yield such that forest products (wood) would be
available indefinitely with an elimination of waste. This could only be done through science and
reason that could project annual yield and determine how best to manage the resource to ensure
its viability and indefinite availability. A centralized planning mechanism governed by the state
became necessary to accomplish such tasks. In the words of Gifford Pinchot, as quoted by Guha,
the government “ ‘is not mortal. Men die but the Government lives on. The forests, like the
race, must live on also. And the government alone can have, and does have, the continuity of
purpose without which, in the long run, the forests cannot be saved’ ” (Guha 2000, 30-31).
Resistance to state controlled forestry was a common theme throughout the colonial world
that continued on into post-colonial states including Brazil, India, Tanzania, Burma, and
Indonesia (Guha 2000; Bryant 1996; Neumann 1998; Peluso 1992; Tsing 2005). The global
export of scientific forestry, particularly in colonial areas, served to strengthen state control
while denying “customary rights of user exercised by peasant and tribal communities” (Guha
2000, 38). In colonies, the colonial state served as a custodian over forests while ignoring that
these forests had been used, maintained, and shaped by human inhabitants over the years (Guha
2000; Neumann 1998; Peluso 1992). Scientific forestry was introduced to India and Burma as a
result of deforestation that came in the wake of European settlement and extractive industries
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(Bryant 1996, 215). A key component to scientific forestry was the use of forest statistics
(Agrawal 2005).

In India, the Indian Forest Department became a powerful branch of

governance that enforced strict rules on forest spaces and products (Barton 2002), and not
surprisingly encountered much resistance. People denied access to their local resources resisted
“through arson, breaches of the forest law, attacks on officials and on government property, and
quite often, through co-ordinated and collective social movements aimed at restoring local
control over forests” (Guha 2000, 39).

After more than 130 years of centralized forest

management in India, centrally controlled scientific forestry has failed, “twenty-two per cent of
India’s land mass is still controlled by the forest department, but less than half of this has tree
cover on it: proof of the failures of German forestry to successfully replicate itself in the tropics”
(Guha 2000, 41).
National parks are another type of centralized forest governance conservation
mechanism. Rather than being conserved for extractive lumber, National Parks are designed to
protect natural resources and wildlife, typically for the enjoyment of wealthy (urban) elite. This
is also where discussions of nature as a profoundly human and social construct emerge (Cronon
1996; Neumann 1998; Guha 2000; Braun 2002). In order to create such parks, the indigenous
inhabitants, and their practices on the land, need to be erased from the narrative of wild nature so
that “nature” – devoid of human influence – can be preserved (Cronon 1996, 79). Pioneered in
the National Parks of the United States and exported to European colonial holdings, this
particular construction of nature came to dominant narratives of nature and preservation – often
leading to long histories of active resistance and blatant violation of state policies. One such
example is Arusha National Park in Tanzania where the exclusion of local Meru’s access to
ancestral lands, the criminalization of their livelihood strategies such as hunting and gathering,
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and their exclusion from grazing lands, is a result of European colonial powers, first the German
and then British, imposing their view of nature and “conservation” in Tanzania (Neumann 1998).

Shifting to Community Forestry
Community forestry arose as a reaction to the centralized exclusionary practice of
colonial and scientific forestry.

While local resource control struggles emerged in varied

locations globally, it is also a movement informed by global discourses of decentralization and
localized resource governance. The expansion of scientific forestry and nature preserves sparked
opposition at their inception, and continue to be the focal point of opposition against state
centered control of natural resources. These systems were based on assumptions that local
people either misused the resource (i.e. swidden agriculture) or had no claim to it to begin with
(i.e. they did not cultivate the forests or the forests existed outside of and separate from
indigenous communities). While community forestry stems in part from a reaction to scientific
forestry, this does not mean that community forest groups reject the principles of scientific
forestry in their operation. Overall, community forestry has provided a way to empower
communities, but has had mixed results empirically.
Localized resistance to centralized forest governance and exclusion continued throughout
the late twentieth century, particularly from the 1970s onwards.

Resistance included

encroaching, poaching, unlawful extractions, etc., but also came to include the attempted
exclusion of the state and state supported entities (such as corporations) from the forests by local
people. These tactics made resistance more visible, and also signal a shift in forest management
to restore local access. The Chipko Movement in India is one commonly cited example that
showcases the failure of a centrally controlled forest system. The popular story of Chipko,
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bordering now on folklore, recounts how local women resisted loggers by hugging trees (Guha
2000, 116). The actual events of Chipko are much more complex than the simplistic tale of tree
huggers that Chipko commonly evokes. Chipko represents a culmination of years of poor state
management that resulted in exclusion, poor forest conditions, and stagnated development (see
Rangan 2000 for detailed analysis). This movement sparked larger discussions and protests in
India over the direction of forest management, who should manage forests and in whose interests
(Guha 2000, 116). Similarly, the Forest People’s Alliance in Brazil, comprised of villagers who
depended on the Amazon for their livelihoods, resisted loggers and ranchers who were clearing
forest by forming a human chain in the forests to deter clearance (Guha 2000, 117).
The growing interest in the connections between people and forests and governance in the
late 1970s occurred as neoliberalism surfaced as a powerful ideology particularly in the United
States and Britain. Neoliberalism is “a theory of political economic practices that proposed that
human well-being can best be advanced by liberating individual entrepreneurial freedoms and
skills within an institutional framework characterized by strong private property rights, free
markets, and free trade” (Harvey 2005, 2). While neoliberalism surfaced in industrial countries
as a way to improve human well being through a prescribed set of economic policies and limited
regulation, it also became a development paradigm promoted by the global north intended to
further development and improve quality of life in developing countries.

For example,

community forestry was promoted in developing countries as part of global north devised
development packages.

The decentralization of power over forests from a centralized

bureaucracy to local community user management demonstrates the neoliberal governance
quality found in community forestry (McCarthy 2006; Nightingale 2005).
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Community forestry seeks to reverse historically marginalizing practices of state centered
resource control, but is only possible with governmental permission. The central government
devolves management and use rights to communities, but the government apparatus maintains
the institution of community forestry, its regulations, and designates qualifying forested areas.
There are three commonly identified “requirements” for local natural resource management that
can be extrapolated to community forestry: “(1) locals must value the resource, (2) they must
possess some property rights to the resource, and (3) they must construct local-level institutions
that control the use of the resource” (Gibson and Becker 2000, 139). All three of these apply to
community forestry in Nepal: locals value the resource as a livelihood strategy, devolving
control from central authorities gives them common property rights to the resource, and they
create local user groups to control forest use. Despite the applicability of each of these to
community forestry, individual case studies show varying results on the communities and the
forest under such arrangements.
Community forestry initiatives vary in purpose from industrial style logging to
maintaining firewood and fodder stores. The logging of a specific area may transfer from a
distant (perhaps international) corporation to a “local” group. This provides jobs for the local
community and keeps profits from logging in the community rather than fleeing to distant
corporate headquarters. As has been demonstrated in Canada, community forestry can, and does
in some cases, resemble and follow previous industrial forestry methods (McCarthy 2006). As it
is more commonly conceived, community forestry may ensure communal access to forest
resources for local needs as well as to generate profit from non-timber forest products such as
honey or medicinal plants. Regardless of a group’s specific activities, the core idea that links
these divergent enterprises together is that a “community” is deriving direct benefits from their

27

forest and that it is this community that manages, conserves, and polices the resource. When
evaluating individual case studies of community forestry, the literature focuses on the benefits
and the shortcomings in three broad categories: resource management, issues of social equity and
livelihood, and questions of political efficacy and community.
Resource Management. One argument in favor of communal resource management is
that it leads to better, more sustainable forest ecosystems than those experienced under
centralized management.

This continues to be a contentious topic with varied results

empirically. Some argue that community forestry is a viable way to conserve resources (Bray et
al 2003). Others argue that local management may produce no better results than centralized
management and can deteriorate the forest resources further. Whether forests fair well or ill
under community forestry governance depends on a host of other factors including local politics,
traditional social hierarchy, and economic factors. As Bradshaw (2003) reasons, there is no
guarantee that communities will be more inclined to act in the interest of the environment;
communities may “prioritize economic development over environmental considerations” or
adopt such priorities in the short term in response to an economic need (148). Mexico offers an
interesting example countering this; as a result of the Mexican Revolution in the early twentieth
century, forests were gradually turned over to community control. The overall result has been
well-managed forests for both timber production and local use (Bray et al 2003, 673).
Social Equity and Livelihood. Devolving control of forest spaces to local communities
may rectify historic exclusionary practices by promoting social equity and sustainable livelihood
practices through forest management. Social equity means ensuring historically marginalized
communities (indigenous, women, poor, and otherwise socially marginalized groups) have a
voice in managing, monitoring, and accessing forest resources equitably.

Such local

28

involvement can also build upon local knowledges that may otherwise be discredited or ignored.
For example, Armitage and Hyma (1997) demonstrate that not only are women primary
gatherers of forest products, but that their relationship with the forest is different from men.
Often, women gather forest products (firewood and fodder for example) for household use
whereas men use forest products for capital gain (things they can sell, like lumber). They cite a
study by Fortmann and Rocheleau in Sierra Leone, in which women could identify 31 useful
forest products and men only eight (ibid, 3).
Community forestry can empower marginalized groups and incorporate their knowledge
and experience. Throughout much of the world, small farmers are dependent upon forests to
maintain their livelihoods – for fodder, farming implements, grazing spaces, etc. Forests also
provide medicinal plants, food, and (in some places) spiritual meaning. Devolving control of
forest spaces to communities can enhance livelihoods by providing people with equitable access
to natural resources and additional economic opportunities (Bray et al 2003). Despite such
intentions, the local forest governance structure can serve to further the interests of local elites
and exclude marginalized groups who could benefit from access to and control of the resources
in question.
Political Efficacy and Community. Success stories of devolved resource management
demonstrate the potential for poverty alleviation, social equity, development, environmental
rehabilitation, and empowerment. Supporters argue that good governance, transparency, and
empowerment is best obtained through local direct involvement. Critics counter that community
forestry reinforces existing power structures, marginalizes the poor, does not create social equity,
may or may not be democratic, and strengthens state power in local communities (Timsina 2003;
Agrawal 2005; Peluso 1992; McCarthy 2005 and 2006). Studies that seek to understand the
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effects of localized forest governance have produced mixed results, even within the same country
where all groups are subject to similar guidelines and histories. Thus, “community” as a social
and political construct cannot be ignored when evaluating the impacts and efficacy of modern
community forestry.
Community is often taken for granted in studies of “community” forestry. Who, and
what, constitutes a community? Community forestry tends to focus on the human community
rather than taking an Aldo Leopold style approach to a land ethic that would incorporate both the
human and natural world in the construction of a community. However, human communities
that form community forestry do not exist in isolation. They are connected to other such
communities, global INGOs, and the latest fads in environmentalism swirling about the globe –
sustainable development, certified forest products, good governance, carbon trading, etc.
Writing in the 1920s, Dewey (1991) postulates that a community “in its richest and deepest
sense” is based upon personal and face-to-face interaction (211). In contrast, Joseph (2002) calls
into the question the entire enterprise of community arguing that capitalism is both dependent on
and produces community (2). By “fetishizing community” we are enabling domination and
exploitation (ibid, ix). When we evoke “community” in community forestry, we need to think
critically of who and what constitutes that community, for what purpose, and to whose benefit.
While Joseph offers a critique of the idea of community, Bradshaw offers us a critique of
the function of community. In addition to community being taken for granted, community
forestry literature also assumes that, given the failure of centralized scientific forestry, surely
community based groups will fare better (Bradshaw 2003, 139). However, communities are not
homogeneous, nor do they all possess the same capacity for resource governance. Indeed, one
would assume that a “community” forest should be in the vicinity of where that community

30

resides, but in Canada, that is not the case. The “community” and the forest can be separated by
scores of miles.

Rather than a distant corporation extracting resources, it is a distant

“community.” As Bradshaw argues, “communities must display a genuine desire to steward
local resources in the interests of all stakeholders - including future generations and nonlocals and have sufficient capacity to manage the resource base in order to achieve adequate and stable
returns” (Bradshaw 2003, 138). He critiques the idea of community based resource management
on two fronts: first, community credibility and second, community capacity. This critique of
“community” in the Canadian context can be broadened when considering the range of
“communities” that have applied for community forests: “First Nations, municipal governments,
environmental nonprofits, local societies and cooperatives, and partnerships between various
combinations of these groups” (McCarthy 2006, 84).

The (Non) Tragedy of the Commons
The shift in forest management from centralized control to community forestry described
above stands in stark contrast to the tragedy of the commons thesis. In his seminal 1968 essay
“The Tragedy of the Commons,” Garrett Hardin argues that rational actors sharing a common
resource, such as pasture land, will each seek to maximize personal benefit resulting in collective
over grazing and decreased benefit. Thus, the tragedy is a system where each actor is compelled
to maximize yield in a finite world. As a result, he argues that, “Ruin is the destination toward
which all men rush, each pursuing his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom
of the commons. Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all” (Hardin 1968, 1244). While he
acknowledges that education can curb this tendency, this education needs to be renewed with
each generation as it is quickly forgotten. He offers several solutions to manage commons
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including converting to personal property, making it public property with strict access guidelines,
and coercion such as taxation. He goes on to argue that alternative structures to commons “need
not be perfectly just to be preferable” because a freedom in the commons “is too horrifying to
contemplate. Injustice is preferable to total ruin” (ibid, 1247).
Hardin’s short essay written over forty years ago continues to provide fodder for academic
debates. His tragedy of the commons thesis is routinely criticized for being simplistic and
ignoring the possibility that social actors communicate and through communication develop selfgoverning institutions that can avert the tragedy he outlines. Locally based institutions and their
governing rules can evolve to adapt to changing technology and increased potential for
environmental harm (Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2003). Of course, not all localized common
resource governance arrangements succeed, but research has shown that local management can
result in sustainable use (Ostrom 1990; Gibson, Williams, and Ostrom 2004). Hardin’s solutions
of privatization or centralized government management are also critiqued.

Scholars have

documented examples of private and centralized government ownership of a common pool
resource failing to prevent degradation (Ostrom et al 1999).

For those advocating local

management, the question then becomes what variables are indicative of a successful local
common resource governance regime.
One such prominent critic of the tragedy of the commons thesis is the political scientist
Elinor Ostrom. In her 1990 book Governing the Commons: The Evolution of Institutions for
Collective Action, she outlines eight design principles that are needed to create a functioning
local management of common resources. These principles can be applied to local management
of any common pool resource. These principles are: (1) clearly defined boundaries, (2) rules on
the appropriation of the resource, (3) user participation in decision making, (4) local monitoring
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that is staffed by or accountable to the users, (5) consequences for those who violate the
community rules, (6) affordable and accessible conflict resolution procedures, (7) local use and
management sanctioned by higher governing bodies, and (8) scaled organization with the local
management group as the base (Ostrom 1990). She argues that a tragedy of the commons can be
averted with such guidelines and supports her argument by highlighting historical examples of
successful local commons’ management.
This framework continues to evolve to include other factors deemed necessary for
success as research into common pool resource management has developed over the decades.
One such modified framework that seeks to outline the necessary attributes of successful
commons governance includes five points: (1) providing information, (2) dealing with conflict,
(3) inducing rule compliance, (4) providing infrastructure, and (5) being prepared for change
(Dietz, Ostrom, and Stern 2003).

Other studies focus on specific elements within these

frameworks. For example, by focusing on regularized rule enforcement as a primary variable
and pairing this with a suite of other variables including social capital, formal organization, and
forest product dependence (Gibson, Williams, and Ostrom 2004). The broader social setting also
cannot be ignored. This includes economic setting, war, national policies as well as the role that
higher levels of government can play in either helping or hindering the organizing and
functioning of a local resource management group (Ostrom et al 1999).
Decentralization of state control over natural resources has become more common in
recent decades. However, as Agrawal and Ostrom (2001) argue, more attention needs to be
given to why states decentralize this control and the problematic of devolving state property
rights to local actors. To understand why governments decentralize environmental governance,
it is necessary to understand the role of multi-scalar actors including international donors, NGOs,
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government factions, and local groups. Pressure can be exerted on a government from both
internal and/or external sources resulting in a move towards decentralization. They argue that
successful decentralization is also based, in part, upon a transfer of property rights from central
control to local users.
The institutional framework of decentralized forest management can also impact the
intended goals of devolution. One such example in Nepal is the difference between leasehold
forestry (use rights given only to poor and marginalized groups of a community) and community
forestry (use rights given to an entire community, who can then adopt pro-poor programs).
Leasehold forestry can actually serve to increase tensions within a community when forest use
rights are reserved for a specific subset on the community. Thus, simply devolving forest
management to groups classified as most in need can increase social conflict. Inclusive user
groups that adopt pro-poor programs can be more successful in addressing the needs of the
marginalized within their community (Karmacharya, Karna, and Ostrom 2003).

Thus,

heterogeneity of a user group, while a potential challenge, does not determine the success or
failure of a local user group. Rather groups can create innovative institutional arrangements that
are tailored towards their specific circumstances and in this way, create a viable local resource
management structure (Varughese and Ostrom 2001).

A Brief Review of Political Ecology
The above discussions on historical global trends in forest governance demonstrate the
central role power plays – who exercises it, who demands it, who is excluded by it – in human–
environment relationships. The research on common pool resource management summarized
above tends to take a formulaic approach to local resource management in which the nuances of
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power is not a dominate variable. Political ecology is one approach to understanding humanenvironment relationships that gives attention to the connections between people, place, and
power.

Political ecology incorporates a study of scale, location-specific changes, and

social/political impacts (Bryant 1996, 5) in decoding and analyzing human-environment issues.
By connecting the social and environmental, political ecology argues that environmental
problems often arise from, and are always in part defined by, a social context. Scales of
discourse, governance, environment, and economy pervade community forestry. Community
forestry is directly involved in location-specific changes both environmental and social. The
impacts of community forestry on social and political life (including issues of access) are varied,
nuanced, and changing. Thus, political ecology is a useful framework with which to study and
understand various aspects of forest politics broadly, and community forestry more specifically.
Biersack (2006) provide a commonly held argument that early political ecology, what she
terms the “first generation,” “tended to think in terms of structures, systems, and interlocking
variables and had little to say about actors and their agency” (5). She then argues that a second
generation political ecology is one is which actors and agency are central to analysis of humanenvironment relations.

In Reimagining Political Ecology (2006), the authors offer a post-

structuralist approach to political ecology that takes seriously local knowledges and the
shortcomings of science, the construction of nature, the co-construction of nature and nation,
meaning, and the role of actors and agency. However, a post-structural approach to political
ecology is not new. Escobar (1996) identified discourse as a key element for post-structural
political ecology because, “from a certain poststructural perspective (Foucaultian {sic} and
Deleuzian in particular) there cannot be a materialist analysis which is not, at the same time, a
discursive analysis” (46).
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Even in Land Degradation and Society, often pointed to as one of the earliest recognized
works of political ecology, Blaikie and Brookfield (1987) argue that “degradation is perceptual
and socially defined” and as such, “there may well be competing perceptions and these can be
put into the context of the political economy as a whole, in which different classes and groups
perceive and use land and its resources in different ways” (26). This concept is a central tenet of
political ecology: that there are multiple competing claims over the physical issue or resource at
hand, and some of these claims are more powerful than others due to the relative power of the
groups involved. Thus we find ourselves in a situation where “one person’s degradation is
another’s accumulation” (ibid, 14). In order for such a statement to be true, there must be
competing social interpretations (i.e. discourses) over the consequences of the particular resource
use in question.

Therefore, we must accept a plurality of perceptions and rationalities, “there

are competing social definitions of land degradation, and therefore the challenge of moving
away from a single ‘scientific’ definition and measurement must be taken up” (ibid, 16, emphasis
in original).

This includes recovering competing discourses, social interpretations, and

knowledges, both scientific and experiential.
Peet and Watts (2004) envision a post-structuralist political ecology where political
ecology is a way to “understand the complex relations between Nature and Society through
careful analysis of social forms of access and control over resources – with all their implications
for environmental health and sustainable livelihoods” (4). They advocate a “liberation ecology”
that integrates politics, discourse theory, politics of meaning, and the construction of knowledge
with civil society movements and critiques of development, politics, democracy, and
sustainability (Peet and Watts 2004, 5-6).

Robbins (2004) offers a similar post-structural

definition of political ecology as the “empirical, research-based explorations to explain linkages
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in the condition and change of social/environmental systems, with explicit consideration of
relations of power” while recognizing that there are “better, less coercive, less exploitative, and
more sustainable ways of doing things” (12). He traces the impact and place of post-structural
thinking, specifically power/knowledge and discourse, in the formation and understanding of
political ecology.
Political ecology has structural roots as evidenced in early tendencies to analyze class
structure, marginalization, state power and oppression. However, scholars have also taken
political ecology in a post-structuralist direction by incorporating post-structural elements such
as network analysis (rather than hierarchies), discourse, situated knowledge, and relations of
power (Rocheleau 2008; Escobar 2001).

Human-environment relationships are complex

networks that overlap scales and are built on terrains of shifting knowledges and power relations.
This post-structuralist thread of political ecology dovetails into Foucault’s understanding of
governmentality and provides us with a launching point into environmental governmentality.

Foucault’s Governmentality and Application to Human-Environment Relations
Foucault’s concept of governmentality relates power and the multiple ways in which
power is manifested to regulate a population and its welfare. A key component of this definition
is the construction of a “population” as the object of governance. Governmentality, and the
exercise of power through new technologies of government (such as statistics) transforms the
relationship between the state and the governed.

Individuals become a population to be

governed through new methods of, often indirect, intervention. Governmentality describes the
evolution of multiple forms of power from sovereign power in the 18th century towards a new
understanding and role of government based on governing things and population through new
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technologies of government, specifically statistics, which rendered sub-groups such as families
as instruments of government rather than as models for government. For example, reducing
mortality, promoting marriage, and requiring vaccinations, all issues centered on family, become
ways in which a population is governed.
As Foucault (1991) explains, “population comes to appear above all else as the ultimate
end of government. In contrast to sovereignty, government has as its purpose not the act of
government itself, but the welfare of the population, the improvement of its condition, the
increase of its wealth, longevity, health, etc.” (100). Thus, the “problematic of government” is
“of how to be ruled, how strictly, by whom, to what end, by what methods, etc” (ibid, 88) or to
provide it with a more individualized approach, “how to govern oneself, how to be governed,
how to govern others, by whom the people will accept being governed, how to become the best
possible governor” (ibid, 87). Governmentality is created through the interaction of multiple
elements that relate to power and creation of specific subjectivities. These include plurality of
aims, knowledge production and discourse, technologies of government, biopower, subject
formation, productive power, and non-sovereign power.
The result of applying Foucauldian understandings to environmental issues has been
termed variously as environmentality (Agrawal 2005; Luke 1999), green governmentality (Luke
1999), ecological governmentality (Rutherford 1999) and eco-governmentality (Goldman 2005).
For Luke (1999), environmentality and green governmentality are synonymous; these words are
simply a way to “probe a few green twists in the logic of governmentality” (122). Goldman
(2005) defines eco-governmentality as the “political rationality of compelling states and citizens
to improve their care of nature and their care of each other for the greater good of the economy”
(184).

Arun Agrawal (2005) defines environmentality as “an approach to studying
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environmental politics that takes seriously the conceptual building blocks of power/knowledges,
institutions, and subjectivities” (8). Regardless of the term applied, the intent is to describe a
means of applying the concepts articulated under Foucault’s governmentality to humanenvironment relations or environmental politics. Thus, plurality of aims, knowledge production
and discourse, technologies of government, biopower, subject formation, productive power, and
non-sovereign power can be used to understand changes, influences, and power in the domain of
human-environment relations.
Given political ecology’s post-structuralist applications discussed above, combining
political ecology and governmentality into an environmental governmentality should be a
complementary process whereby environmental governmentality will help in illuminating a
human-environment relation issue. For example, if we take the idea that political ecology is
about helping us to “understand the complex relations between Nature and Society through
careful analysis of social forms of access and control over resources – with all their implications
for environmental health and sustainable livelihoods” (Peet and Watts 2004, 4), we can use
elements of environmental governmentality to understand those social forms of access and
control. This can be accomplished in part through an exploration of knowledge production and
discourse in constructing what constitutes a resource and access to it. If we are looking at the
environmental health and sustainable livelihood aspects, we can use the concepts of biopower
and subject formation to understand how it is that certain ways of living have come to be
understood and accepted as sustainable and how people have come to shape their everyday
actions to conform and enact these larger discourses.
While political ecology studies have incorporated elements of environmental
governmentality, such as discourse and knowledge production, less has been done with the ideas
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of biopower and subjectivities. Agrawal (2005) provides an insightful critique of political
ecology: “…the question of subject formation is seldom raised adequately let alone addressed
carefully. The subject is always already present in political-ecological writings” (211). By
understanding how environmental subjects are made, we can have a better understanding of how
and why certain sustainability or environmental programs are enacted locally. But how are
subjects made? Agrawal offers some insight by arguing that we need to do more than just
consider political and social practices, but consider the “situatedness of practices and beliefs…to
ground the relationship among structure, practice, and subjectivity on evidence and investigative
possibilities” (ibid, 172).

Political ecology studies often also incorporate discussion on

resistance or lack thereof, thus the ideas of non-sovereign power and productive power could be
incorporated to help illuminate how people find agency, resist power, and enact their own power.
A way that political ecology can add to environmental governmentality is through a
situatedness of place.

Political ecology studies often focus on the manifestation of a

phenomenon tied to meanings of specific locales, but also incorporate scaled perspectives and
how this affects the phenomenon under examination. In contrast, “according to the framework
of governmentality, the ‘security’ of the state is guaranteed not so much directly by the control of
a territory (space), but rather through the increasing control of the population living in that
territory” (Darier 1999, 23). Combining political ecology and environmental governmentality
can bring some needed attention to how subjectivities are spatialized (Rose-Redwood 2006,
476). The following will examine the concepts outlined under governmentality and how they are
invoked in environmental governmentality.
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Plurality of Aims
Governance is about governing things (Foucault 1991, 94). Thus it follows by extension
that government has a “plurality of specific aims” where these aims are not about disposing of
things to attain a common good, but rather the aim is “an end which is ‘convenient’ for each of
the things that are to be governed” (ibid, 95). Under governmentality, the government’s aim is
not to impose law on men, but to use a multiplicity of tactics, of which laws may be a part, “to
arrange things in such a way that, through a certain number of means, such and such ends may be
achieved” (ibid).

Such ends could be a healthy working population through the tactic of

vaccinations. It could also be a healthy environment through the tactic of creating a discourse
that the population should act in a specific manner to be environmentally friendly. Both the aims
and the mechanisms through which these aims are achieved are diverse. This differs from a
historic notion of sovereign power where the aim is to maintain the power and perpetuation of
the sovereign through repressive power over the people.
Given this plurality of aims, when engaging in a governmentality study one should first
identify the specific aim under inquiry. Crime reduction? Increased worker productivity? Food
production? Healthy worker population? Environmental protection? Once the “aim” has been
specified, the remaining elements of governmentality (knowledge production and discourse,
technologies of government, biopower, subject formation, productive power, and non-sovereign
power) can be used to explore how power is used and how the population is constructed to
achieve that specific aim.
Governmentality and environmental governmentality differ in that governmentality has a
plurality of specific aims stemming from its regulation of population, whereas environmental
governmentality has as its specific aim to regulate both the population and the environment in
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order to produce specific desired outcomes for each. There are a plurality of aims that can be
specified under “environment” such as conservation, preservation, species propagation, carbon
sequestration, etc. and a plurality of aims to be achieved through these environmental objectives
such as sustaining livelihoods, improving quality of life, validating specific types of human
action vis à vis the environment, and managing a human population.
Foucault’s triangle of governance links sovereignty-discipline-government with
population as the target and apparatuses of security as the mechanism. Here he is making the
argument that these three forms of governance have not replaced each other in a progressive
fashion, but rather they are part of a network with the aim of controlling population. They use
different mechanisms to exercise their power and thus achieve their common aim (Foucault
1991, 102).

Now, if we consider Foucault’s triangle and apply it to environmental

governmentality, we add the aim of environment to the schematic (see Figure 2.1 and Figure 2.2)
Under this argument, sovereign power, disciplinary power, and government power could
all have environmental protection as an aim. But they would use different mechanisms to
achieve it. As a crude example, sovereign power could declare a forest the property of the
sovereign and surround it with troops to ensure that people are forcibly excluded. Disciplinary
power deals with institutions and their role in managing a population. So, to continue with our
crude example, a Department of Forests would monitor a forest and the population’s interaction
with (or exclusion from) it, complete with rules and regulations on what is appropriate or not
with consequences for trespasses. Under governmentality, the mechanism could be discourse
and knowledge production such that the population monitors their own actions, thus negating the
need for either repressive exclusion by the sovereign, or the threat of outside discipline. Instead,
people internalize the aim of environmental protection, and self-regulate accordingly, creating an
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environmental subjectivity that furthers the aim of the state. Under such a schematic the aim is
two-fold – to influence the actions of the population such that specific social and environmental
aims are achieved. For example, improving quality of life through environmental conservation.

Knowledge Production and Discourse
Knowledge production is a crucial component of governmentality and the formation of
government practices, or technologies of government. Connected to knowledge production is the
creation and use of discourse. Discourses exist in a set of relationships with other practices
(Foucault 1991, 64). Foucault’s interest is in the conditions that allow for certain discourses to
exist, what is it that “rendered them possible – them and none other in their place: the conditions
of their singular emergence; their correlation with other previous or simultaneous events,
discursive or otherwise” (ibid, 59). His focus is specifically on scientific discourses and how
those scientific discourses (such as those manifested through statistics) become a political
practice (ibid, 69).
Nature and how we come to “know” it are social constructs. Our understandings of what
nature is and how we should act in relation to it are discursively situated. Environmental
governmentality is concerned with how knowledge of nature is produced and the relational
discourses in which that knowledge is embedded. For Agrawal (2005), this involves a historical
journey into colonial scientific forestry and the use of statistics to create knowledge about India’s
forests, and how people responded to government discourses regarding forests and approved
human interaction with forests over time. Luke (1999) argues that due to the complexity of
relations between population, political economy, and ecologies, states are forced to “develop
eco-knowledge in order to redefine what is within their competence” (134).
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Government
Mechanisms
Population

Discipline

Sovereignty

Figure 2.1: Triangle of governance types with population as a target of governance.

Government
Mechanisms
Population

Discipline

Environment

Sovereignty

Figure 2.2: Triangle of governance types with environment as a target of
governance, which can only be achieved through relationship with the population.

Technologies of Government
Population is the object of government’s action; the government’s observations and
knowledge all center on population. In order to govern the population, government will employ
a new range of tactics and techniques not possible under sovereignty. Governments “will act
either directly through large-scale campaigns, or indirectly through techniques that will make
possible, without the full awareness of the people, the stimulation of birth rates, the direction of
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the flow of population into certain regions or activities, etc.” (Foucault 1991, 100).

One such

technology of government is statistics, the method through which the population is quantified,
transforming individuals into a population to be governed. This use of statistics transforms the
family into “a fundamental instrument” of its own governance (ibid, 99). Family is no longer a
model; it becomes an instrument within a population. Technologies of government include
“procedures which allowed the effects of power to circulate in a manner at once continuous,
uninterrupted, adapted and ‘individualized’ throughout the entire social body.

These new

techniques were both much more efficient and much less wasteful” (Foucault 1980, 119).
Agrawal (2005) goes to great lengths to chronicle the technologies of government in
India that are used to govern the population in relation to the environment. In particular, he
focuses on science, statistics, and regulations. Science has been critical to identifying and
explaining environmental problems; and has played a role in determining governmental
regulations. This in turn becomes a critical tool in establishing environmental governmentality
among a population.

Biopower
Foucault distinguishes between disciplinary power, which focuses on individual bodies as
docile and productive (Dreyfus and Rabinow 1982, 135), and biopower, which is to regulate and
manage entire populations (Rose-Redwood 2006, 472). Both of these types of power are made
possible by science, “in one case, the science of the individual can be applied to shape his or her
actions; in the other, the science of statistics can be applied to life of the population” (Agrawal
2005, 217). While disciplinary power individualizes and biopower totalizes, Foucault’s intention
was not to put these two as some opposing forces, but rather to offer alternatives to juridical
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power and turn attention to “the actual deployment of power through the mechanism of
knowledge production and the constitution of subjectivities” (Foucault as quoted in RoseRedwood 2006, 472). When power began to exercise itself “through social production and social
service” it became necessary for power to be incorporated through “access to the bodies of
individuals, to their acts, attitudes and modes of everyday behaviour” (Foucault 1980, 125).
Government establishes “a continuity, in both an upwards and a downwards direction, ” where
downwards continuity “means that individuals will, in turn, behave as they should” (Foucault
1991, 91-92). This downwards continuity is an extension of biopower.
Foucault’s concept of biopolitics, “is a strong, direct reflection of a ‘politics of life’
which is close to the concerns of environmentalism” (Darier 1999, 5). Foucault’s concern was
biopower as it related to humans. But the concept can be extended to include environmental
concerns, indeed “broadened to all life-forms” (ibid, 23). As Rutherford (1999) explains, “rapid
expansion of social regulation associated with the growth of the discourse on ecological
problems from the 1970s produced a whole new domain for the biopolitical administration of
life” (56).

Discourses on environmental problems as normalized by the state became a

foundation on which new regulations and institutions were created to regulate life. This falls
under Foucault’s understanding of a changing and adaptive governmentality; “it is the tactics of
government which make possible the continual definition and redefinition of what is within the
competence of the state and what is not” (Foucault 1991, 103).

Subject Formation
Knowledge production and discourse, technologies of government, and biopower all
converge in the creation of subjectivities. Power permeates through all these rendering the
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individual as an agent in his own subject formation. This is clearly described in Foucault’s
example of the panopticon, “he who is subjected to a field of visibility, and who knows it,
assumes responsibility for the constraints of power; he makes them play spontaneously upon
himself; he inscribes in himself the power relation in which he simultaneously plays both roles;
he becomes the principle of his own subjection” (1995, 202-203). People become partners with
government. They act according to the government’s will, but without threat of repressive force
– and without realizing they are doing it. Foucault has been criticized for not explaining the
mechanisms through which subjects are made (other than the “gaze” in the panopticon) (Agrawal
2005, 171). Power and discourse are involved, but there is no “how-to” guide to subjectivities.
Rather, subjectivities are dependent on the specific set of relations in a given place and time.
In regards to discourse and subjectivity, Foucault states that, “discourse is not a place into
which the subjectivity irrupts; it is a space of differentiated subject-positions and subjectfunction” (1991, 58). This, by extension, reminds us that there are multiple subjectivities for
multiple purposes, and that one individual may have multiple subjectivities which could vary
based on the specific relations in which they are embedded at a given point in time.
Governmentality is a way “to understand and describe how modern forms of power and
regulation achieve their full effects not by forcing people toward state mandated goals, but by
turning them into accomplices” (Agrawal 2005, 216-217). Thus, in order for ever-increasing
government regulations to be effective, people must internalize those concepts and regulate their
own behavior; through their actions they propagate the goals, rules, and meanings of the state in
their own lives and in their communities. Individuals are reshaped and are both “a part and the
object of governmental regulation” (ibid, 219).
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Agrawal (2005) makes the case that the technologies of government have created
environmental subjects in Kumaon, India, who have come to think and act in different ways
towards the environment such that the Indian government uses community based conservation of
forests as a way to create environmental subjects, “people who have come to think and act in
new ways in relation to the environmental domain being governed” (7). For Luke (1999),
governmental eco-knowledges serve to create new collective subjectivities to protect the
environment (134). However, Darier (1999) is clear to distinguish between subjectivities and the
idea of an ecological self. He argues that Foucault’s work shifts the focus “away from the
presumed discovery or ‘rediscovery’ of a true permanent ‘ecological self’ to the active
constitution of subjectivities which constantly rework humans’ relations with themselves, with
other life-forms, and with the world generally” (27).

Productive Power
Power need not be repressive. Power is also a productive force. Power is not only
something wielded by “the powerful” over the “powerless.” Rather, power is a force that both
moves throughout and can be produced by the social body. What makes power accepted, “is
simply the fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that says no, but that it traverses and
produces things, it induces pleasure, forms of knowledge, produces discourse. It needs to be
considered as a productive network which runs through the whole social body, much more than
as a negative instance whose function is repression” (Foucault 1980, 119). These relations of
power are dependent upon discourse: “relations of power cannot themselves be established,
consolidated, nor implemented without the production, accumulation, circulation and functioning
of a discourse” (ibid, 93).
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In order for people’s environmental behavior to change, there must be a functioning
discourse of environmental conservation or protection.

However, to be effective such a

discourse would not focus only on the environment, but would include how environmental
conservation can have a positive impact on the individual who changes their behavior. The
individual, through a functioning discourse, thus becomes empowered to effect positive change
through productive power.

Non-sovereign Power
Stemming from the idea of productive power is non-sovereign power, or the power to
influence, nurture, direct, and shape specific desired outcomes without the use of coercive or
repressive force. Such power can be wielded by any actor – state, individual, corporation, civil
society group. This non-sovereign power is part of that “productive network which runs through
the whole social body” because, “after all, the state is no more than a composite reality and a
mythicized abstraction, whose importance is a lot more limited than many of us think” (Foucault
1991, 103). Meaning, the power that pervades throughout our lives has many sources, aims, and
points of entry; power cannot be reduced to the state. Given that power is so diffuse and
capillary, there are multiple points of resistance against power. Furthermore, individuals are not
simply the point where power is applied; rather, individuals are the vehicles of power (Foucault
1980, 98). To say that power is articulated through individuals is not to deny the importance of
the State, but rather to draw attention to the relations of power that extend beyond the State. The
State cannot “occupy the whole field of actual power relations” and it can “only operate on the
basis of other, already existing power relations” (ibid, 122).
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Darier (1999) argues that “Foucault and the environmental activists have potentially more
in common when it comes to practical political tactics of resistance and to understanding the
construction/deconstruction of subjectivities” (27).

Environmental social movements, such as

Chipko in India or the anti-biosolids campaign in Pennsylvania, can be understood as people and
organizations exercising non-sovereign power over an issue of environmental concern to them.
In the case of biosolids, the “state” has propagated a specific, narrow, scientifically based
discourse of human waste. Activists operate on another understanding, and through the use of
their non-sovereign power, resist the state by advocating a discourse that the state is endangering
life, rather than protecting it.

Environmental Governmentality, Community Forestry, and Biogas in Nepal
As outlined in Chapter 1, this research centers on two questions. The first is to apply
environmental governmentality to explore the intersection of community forestry and biogas in
Nepal, and to identify ways in which this research can enhance the literature and discussions on
environmental governmentality as a framework for understanding local environmental
governance. The second looks at how global movements for sustainability, development, and
carbon markets have affected these two initiatives in Nepal.

I posit that environmental

governmentality will provide a meaningful and rich toolkit with which to analyze and explore
these questions.
The practices of community forestry in Nepal are evolving, and an exploration of
environmental governmentality may help explore that evolution.

A common resource

management approach focuses on a structural understanding of how institutions form, with little
attention given to post-structuralist notions such as the role of nuanced forms of power, the role
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of discourse, and knowledge production. My research looks at community forestry and biogas
promotion with a post-structuralist lens rooted in Foucauldian understandings of power.
Foucault argues that governing is about governing the relationships between people and things;
in the case of the present research that relationship is between people, energy, and environment.
This research attempts to dismantle the evolving people-energy-environment governance nexus
as manifested in Nepal in order to understand individuals’ actions and perceptions regarding the
environment and to understand the scalar impacts of household energy decisions embedded
within global discourses of sustainability, development, and carbon markets; environmental
governmentality helps accomplish this.
Elements of governmentality explained by Foucault that inform the analysis in this
research are government’s plurality of aims, knowledge production and discourse, and various
forms of power. In Nepal there are a plurality of aims to be gained by governing the relationship
between people-energy-environment, which include improving the living standards of the
population and profiting from carbon markets by creating a specific type of environment through
individuals’ actions. To achieve these aims, governing bodies and organizations employ specific
discourses, technologies, and power.

Specific discourses and knowledges are produced in

conjunction with the deployment of technologies of government to achieve this aim of mutual
population and environment governance.

To do so requires making individuals witting or

unwitting accomplices in modifying their behavior in order to govern specific forested spaces.
Knowledge production and discourse are central components to understanding how and
why some CFUGs come to promote other social and environmental projects. Who creates the
knowledge that biogas technology is the appropriate technology around which to organize a
household? How is that knowledge created, disseminated, by whom, and for what purpose?
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What discourses are embedded in this knowledge production? What technologies of government
are used? In there a history of scientific forestry advocated by the government and are there
points of resistance to it? With pressures from below to conserve forests for local environmental
services provided and pressures from above to create carbon-based revenue, Nepali farmers are
embedded in multiple overlapping webs of discourses and governance.
Environmental subject formation, or understanding how and why people develop a
specific attitude and associated action in relation the environment, helps to uncover how multiple
layers of discourse and power may converge at the site of the individual. Agrawal (2005) warns
that not all people under an environmental governance structure will internalize environmental
regulation into their daily action. Some people become environmental subjects while others
continue to violate the locally accepted rules and regulations. Does participation in community
forestry promote an identity as an environmental subject, foster interest in other environmental
sustainability programs, and influence people’s relationship with the environment?

The

deployment of biopower, productive power, and non-sovereign power may play a role in
developing or resisting such subjectivities.
Power is fluid. It exists at the site of the individual and yet can be totalized and applied
to an entire population.

An intersection of power from multiple scales at the site of the

individual work together to produce the desired result, or aim, of the governing body. Biopower
is a way to regulate life, in its broadest sense, but can be applied to the expanding arenas into
which community forest groups have ventured.

The State, under the guise of community

forestry, has communities self-regulate their use and access to life-sustaining resources:
firewood, fodder, lumber, medicines, etc. Community forest groups that are already involved in
regulating life-sustaining resources becoming involved in renewable energy could simply be
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another extension of that regulation. By extending to biogas, we can also see an extension of
biopower to other life forms. Not only is biogas a way to promote the interests of the state to the
benefit of the people (reducing CO2 emissions and getting a clean burning fuel) it also brings
another population under control – cattle. It is a way to make methane from animal waste
productive, thus bringing another living being into the domain of governance.
Productive and non-sovereign forms of power remind us that power need not be
repressive and that power permeates as a living force throughout a social body. Yes, community
forest groups exist in part at the pleasure of the State. However, it is active participation, and
resistance, on the part of CFUG members that sustains the CFUG model and determines the
focus, success, or failure of the CFUG programs. CFUGs are a form of productive power that
can create positive, directed, and needed changes or stability. They can also serve as a force that
represses and excludes. The success or failure of community forestry depends in part on nonsovereign power and whether the power emanating from such groups is productive.

The

question then becomes how these forms of power are evident in and affect other CFUG
initiatives, such as their role in promoting biogas.
The concept of environmental governmentality and associated environmental
subjectivities is employed in this research as a method to understand how, why, and to what
effect community forestry and biogas technology have become complementary programs that
further the dual objectives of both environmental conservation and improved quality of life.
Knowledge production, discourse, and power are central to determining how community forestry
and biogas technology in Nepal are connected to and influenced by national and international
movements

for

sustainability,

development,

and

carbon

markets.

Environmental

governmentality is not something that exists in a disembodied philosophical realm; it is
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something that is created, that is lived, and that has observable impacts. Those observable
impacts can be ascertained through qualitative ethnographic fieldwork.
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH DESIGN

“Qualitative researchers are guests in the private spaces of the world.”
~ Robert Stake, in The Handbook of Qualitative Research

* * *

Community forestry and biogas usage in Nepal are embedded in global networks of
development, sustainability, and carbon trading networks. How and why individuals in the
targeted populations come to enact and replicate these networks in their daily lived experience is
something that can be better understood through ethnographic field research, participant
observation, and loosely structured interview conversations. This study centers on two research
questions. The first question focuses on the application of environmental governmentality in the
empirical case of community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal. To explore this, it is
necessary to go to villages with a community forest where farmers are using biogas and then
engage in both participant observation and conversation about their daily lives and experiences
with biogas and forestry. The second question centers on the impact of global connections and
discourses on community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal. To explore this issue, it is
necessary to analyze primary documents and interview government officials, development
professionals, and field agents.

In order to understand how farmers experience, if at all,

environmental governmentality and how they are caught up in global people-energy-environment
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networks, it is necessary to uncover and understand not only the farmers’ words and actions, but
the co-produced knowledges and discourses which shape actions and thoughts in relation to the
environment.

Finding the Research
In 2006, I went to Nepal looking for a dissertation topic. Community forestry in Nepal is
a common and popular topic for scholars and practitioners.

I wanted to do research in

community forestry that did not replicate the wealth of existing research and that would be useful
to practitioners in Nepal. Previously in 1998 and 1999, I had done research on democratic
movements in Nepal, specifically student involvement in the 1990 jana andolan (People’s
Movement). The tenacity and perseverance of everyday people, students, and political activists
to demand more inclusive futures and political rights left indelible impressions not simply in my
memory but shaped my outlook, my perspective, my political, social, and moral being. The wife
of an activist who was wanted by the government during the Panchayat years shared some of her
story with me:
People came looking for my husband. They asked where he was hiding. I said I
do not know. They said, when we find him, we will kill him. I said, if you find
him, kill him. I will sacrifice my husband for democracy. Then, they went into
the next room and took my young daughter from her bed. They held a gun to her
head. They said, tell us where he is or we will kill your daughter. I said, if I have
to I will sacrifice my daughter for democracy. Go ahead and shoot her. They
threw my daughter onto the floor in disgust and left.
While this story is dramatic, it symbolizes the hope that people placed in democracy, and what
lengths some will go to achieve it. It is this persistence, the will to sacrifice and continue
working under incredible odds to achieve an ideal – democracy – that led me back to Nepal for
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my dissertation. Of course, what has now been done with and in the name of the democracy that
was so hard won is another issue altogether.
Given my previous explorations of Nepal’s political movements, community forestry
seemed a logical progression. Community forestry is one of those rights that was secured
through a social movement after the restoration of democracy in the early 1990s. Forests are a
highly politicized space; there is power to be had in controlling such rich resources. There is
also tremendous potential in creating local spaces for democratic deliberative governance,
securing livelihoods, and improving quality of life for those seemingly far removed from centers
of power and money.

Thus, I had considered a project that involved community forestry

governance. But, I wanted something more; forests and governance is a hot topic, but what
happens once forest governance is “settled,” after community forestry as an institution has been
accepted and in practice for more than a decade?
Once I arrived in Nepal that summer of 2006, I became interested in how renewable
energy was being promoted and adopted. Nepal’s topography and poverty make access to
centrally planned national or regional power grids impractical. Biomass is the most common
energy source in Nepal with an estimated 83% of the rural population depending on it (UNDP
2009). When I first traveled to Nepal in 1998, I stayed with a family in Barse district. I shared a
room over the barn with another American student. Each morning, we got smoked out as our
hosts started stoking the fires under vats of raksi, directly below our room. The village was
located about a five hour walk over the mountain from the nearest road head. Not surprisingly,
there was no electricity service in the village. But there was one house with electricity produced
via solar panels purchased with pension monies paid to a retired British Gorkha soldier, panels
that had to be carried in on porters’ backs. What had happened in the intervening years with
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rural access to energy services and renewable energy technologies? How have community
forests navigated local energy demands? What role do renewable energies play, if any, in
community forest management?
Thus I found myself traveling between NGO offices in Kathmandu talking about forestry
and renewable energy, and trying to determine if there was some link between them that I could
study which would be of value in Nepal.

It was during conversations with then General

Secretary of the Federation of Community Forest Users Nepal (FECOFUN) at the time, that I
stumbled upon a critical piece of information. In 2006, FECOFUN participated in an education
awareness program on biogas in approximately 400 CFUGs in 11 districts. Some CFUGs were
already promoting biogas through their own initiatives before this campaign. In hindsight, it
seems perfectly logical. Community forestry manages and conserves forest resources. Biogas
reduces dependence on firewood for cooking. Biogas helps conserve forest resources. Ergo,
community forest groups support and promote biogas. But at the time, this connection wasn’t
being made on a large, centralized national scale – these were isolated or regionally-focused
initiatives. Biogas was largely promoted through separate mechanisms. A few community
forest groups realized the value of biogas and, with the independence granted to CFUGs as
democratic institutions who can decide how to use their resources (people, money, and
environment) for various projects, began to educate, promote, and support biogas construction in
their communities. Many of these early efforts were done in conjunction with support from other
NGOs; some were done independently.
After going between NGO offices in Kathmandu (most notably FECOFUN, Winrock
International-Nepal, and Biogas Sector Partnership (BSP)) and talking with development
professionals and activists, I arrived at my research topic, broadly defined:

To study the
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connection and social impacts between community forestry and biogas. When I returned in
August 2007, the community forest-biogas connection was coalescing at a national level. In
2007, Winrock International-Nepal received a grant from the Ford Foundation to begin a 3-year
project (later extended an additional year) to work in conjunction with BSP and FECOFUN to
promote biogas through CFUGs in six districts. While biogas had long been a national program,
wheels began to turn quickly in linking it to community forestry as a delivery mechanism for
biogas technology.

Research Design and Methods
As Stake (2000) explains, “case study is not a methodological choice but a choice of what
is to be studied” (435). The research presented here is a collective, or extended, case study. A
collective case study involves “a number of cases in order to investigate a phenomenon,
population, or general condition” (ibid, 437). These cases may or may not be similar; what is
crucial is that “they are chosen because it is believed that understanding them will lead to better
understanding, perhaps better theorizing, about a still larger collection of cases” that will provide
“insight into an issue or to redraw a generalization” (ibid). Stake’s description of the collective
case study complements Burawoy’s extended case method. As Burawoy (1991) explains, “the
extended case method derives generalizations by constituting the social situation as anomalous
with regard to some preexisting theory (that is, an existing body of generalizations), which is
then reconstructed” (280).

In order to understand how CFUGs in Nepal internalize

environmental governmentality and enact it through promoting other programs that directly
impact resource use, I worked with CFUGs promoting biogas in Jhapa and Gorkha districts. The
collective case study presented here seeks to gain insight into a people-environment-energy
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relationship through the words and actions of actors at multiple scales and in various capacities
in order to redraw a generalization of how environmental governmentality creates and influences
such relationships.
Field sites were chosen in conjunction with FECOFUN in Kathmandu, a process
explored later in this chapter. Ethnographic fieldwork, participant observation, open-ended
qualitative interviews, and surveys were the primary means of collecting data and exploring
participants’ experiences and understandings of community forestry and biogas. Collecting
primary documents was also critical to obtaining more detailed information and triangulating
data collected through other means.

Collectively, these methods explore a detailed and

alternative perspective on the perception and practice of environmental governmentality.

Ethnographic Fieldwork
Ethnographic fieldwork involves the study of individuals’ and groups’ everyday lives by
a researcher who “enters into a social setting and gets to know the people involved” and then
“writes down in regular, systematic ways what she observes and learns while participating in the
daily rounds of life of others” (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995, 1). The field researcher is
transient, a temporary observer in a community or of an event. Local events that may seem
ordinary and inconsequential to those who participate in them are of research interest to an
ethnographer who makes detailed field notes of the event (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw 1995). In
his essay on “Thick Description,” Geertz (1994) explains that “the ethnographer ‘inscribes’
social discourse; he writes it down. In so doing, he turns it from a passing event, which exists
only in its own moment of occurrence, into an account, which exists in its inscriptions and can be
reconsulted” (223; emphasis in original). The field notes of the ethnographer become another
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source of “data” to be read, interpreted, and analyzed. Ethnography seeks to place “specific
encounters, events, and understandings into a fuller, more meaningful context. It is not simply
the production of new information or research data, but rather the way in which such information
or data are transformed into a written or visual form” (Tedlock 2000, 455). Ethnography is an
ongoing process of written interpretive description of social discourse. The analysis of these
written inscriptions adds to a fuller understanding of the phenomenon in question. Regardless of
the extensive details an ethnographer may record in field notes, there is a process of selection
and things are inevitably (intentionally or unintentionally) excluded (Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw
1995).
Geertz (1994) states that ethnography is an interpretive description of social discourse
occurring at a microscopic scale (i.e. individual, household, or community – not national,
regional, or global) (224-225). He posits that this localized scale is not intended to be a
microcosm of a larger group or place. An ethnographic study of biogas users in a village in
Jhapa would be just that – it may provide insight into the experiences of biogas users, but the
results would not necessarily apply to all villages in Jhapa. Gille and Ó Riain (2002) counter that
ethnography is a method that can be used to investigate phenomenon across scale by situating the
researcher at a critical point of intersection. Thus, a study of biogas users in Jhapa becomes a
point of entry to explore the connections and impacts of global sustainability and climate change
discourses across scale. They argue that,
Ethnography is an especially suitable methodology with which to investigate
social structures that are constituted across multiple scales and sites. Even the
most sophisticated statistical methods tend to rely on a nested hierarchy of scales
and units of analysis, whereas ethnography can strategically locate itself at critical
points of intersection of scales and units of analysis and can directly examine the
negotiation of interconnected social actors across multiple scales (ibid, 279).
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My research explores a nexus of people-energy-environment governance that seeks to turn
individuals into accomplices to achieve specifically and narrowly defined state and international
objectives of development, sustainability, and climate change mitigation. These objectives are
converging and manifesting at the site of communities and individual households. Thus, an
ethnographic study in individual CFUGs in Jhapa and Gorkha are sites in which to investigate
the connections and impacts of global discourses and actors across scale.
As explained previously, the research presented here is an extended case study (Burawoy
1991) where specific phenomena (community forestry and biogas) in a number of cases
(different community forest groups) are researched in order to provide insight into an existing
body of generalizations (environmental governmentality).

Ethnographic fieldwork is one

method used to gather data for this study. Ethnographic fieldwork is employed to observe and
record details of daily life as it relates to forest resources and energy, inter-community
relationships, public meetings, other social interactions, and to explore the impact across scale of
forest governance and renewable energy programs. This approach allows me to engage in
participant observation of daily activities and community meetings with an eye to inscribing
social discourse, which is critical to deciphering the manifestations of environmental
governmentality in lived experiences.

Participant Observation
Participant observation is part of ethnographic research. In order to inscribe social
discourse, one must observe. But as a researcher in a host community, it is not possible to
completely insulate oneself from the social proceedings surrounding us. The researcher becomes
both an observer and a participant in the lives of others, thus becoming an instrument of the
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research. Being a participant observer means being involved and enmeshed in the lives of
others, a stark contrast to being a distant and objective investigator (Lofland and Lofland 1995).
As Tedlock (2000) explains, “participant observation” is an oxymoron, it “implies simultaneous
emotional involvement and objective detachment” whereby researchers are “both engaged
participants and coolly dispassionate observers of the lives of others” (465). Such an engaged
but dispassionate approach is impractical and also viewed critically (Tedlock 2000; Naples
2003).
A participant observer observes key events or incidents and participates in the social life
in which they are embedded. Participant observation is itself a process, not simply a defined and
bounded activity.

The researcher establishes and maintains often complex and long-term

relationships with those individuals, communities, and organizations they observe and study
(Lofland and Lofland 2005). As Emerson, Fretz, and Shaw (1995) explain,
Close, continuing participation in the lives of others encourages appreciation of
social life as constituted by ongoing, fluid processes. Through participation, the
field researcher sees first-hand and up close how people grapple with uncertainty
and confusion, how meanings emerge through talk and collective action, how
understandings and interpretations change over time. In all these ways, the
fieldworker’s closeness to others’ daily lives and activities heightens sensitivity to
social life as process (4).
Participant observation of the process of social life provides the material for ethnographic field
notes. As a participant observer in Nepal, I sat in on CFUG committee meetings and general
meetings, training sessions on topics ranging from human rights to biogas promotion to
community forest issues run by various NGOs, REDD community training and outreach
programs, and followed people about their daily lives in offices, on farms, in the forest, and in
kitchens. Following people around their daily lives is not a silent affair – questions are asked
and answered along the way that can then lead to other major lines of inquiry in the research
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process. Thus, participant observation and intensive interviewing are two methods commonly
used together; it is difficult to do one without relying on the other (Lofland and Lofland 2005).

Qualitative Interviews
Qualitative interviewing is called by many names including intensive interviewing, openended interviewing, and unstructured interviewing. In essence, qualitative interviewing is “a
guided conversation whose goal is to elicit from the interviewee (usually referred to as the
‘informant’) rich, detailed materials that can be used in qualitative analysis” (Lofland and
Lofland 1995, 18).

The intensive qualitative interview “seeks to discover the informant’s

experience of a particular topic or situation” as opposed to structured interviewing where the
objective “is to elicit choices between alternative answers to preformed questions on a topic or
situation” (ibid, emphasis in original).
How does the researcher find these informants to discover their experience with a specific
phenomenon? The ethnographer tends to establish connections across multiple groups, classes,
and geographic areas in the course of her research. Qualitative research follows connections
between people and places. These connections can be both valuable to others within the network
in which she finds herself, and these connections can also make her a dangerous figure to
conflicting groups within the network when she comes to “know too much” (Gille and Ó Riain
2002). Making connections and locating informants begins with initial contacts well placed
within the network the researcher is trying to access. In this present research, participants were
selected through snowball sampling initiated by key informants. These participants establish a
panel of informants, or a collection of individuals who can provide information that in the
aggregate will fulfill the objectives of the study (Weiss 1994, 18).
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Interviews with community members were conducted with a goal of achieving a
representative sample of households until the information was saturated (new interviews did not
yield new information). The initial key informants were FECOFUN contacts in Kathmandu who
then referred me to their field offices who in turn referred me to CFUG committees, who then
introduced me to households. Participants include government officials at central and district
levels, development professionals of various NGOs, CFUG committees, biogas construction
companies, and farmers both with and without biogas. As Weiss (1994) aptly explains, “in
qualitative interview studies, anyone who has anything to teach us is a desirable interviewee”
(29).
With an end tally of 326 formal participants, I certainly followed this advice. However,
stating that there were 326 formal participants is also misleading. This does not include the
hundreds of people I came into contact with through participant observation at meetings and
trainings. It does not include all of the family and neighbors who listened and contributed to the
interviews conducted with formal participants.

Indeed, it proved unrealistic to expect to

interview an individual without curious onlookers. I tried to keep a tally of onlookers and
passing participants for each interview; the highest number was 19. Thus, the data analyzed in
this research is the result of many more than the 326 formal participants. Depending on varying
social dynamics this helped, hindered, and had minimum effect on different interviews and
interviewees. For example, when interviewing a woman, male relatives may be sitting nearby
and shout out answers to her for my questions. I would ask a question to the woman and the man
would say, “You should say this . . .” and then she’d repeat it verbatim. Conversely, in other
households, women would turn to their husbands for guidance on a question and he would say,
“She wants to know what you think. Tell her what you think. My turn will come later.”
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An exchange with a woman on Kaanchi’s CFUG committee, whom I shall call Reena,
provided some insight into this phenomenon. I was sitting on her porch when her brother-in-law
stopped by. He was staunchly opposed to biogas. He argued that they get enough firewood from
their own farm fields, and he had heard that the slurry is a poor fertilizer, so why should they
build biogas? He was directly engaging me and wanted me to give him reasons why biogas
should be built, and I obliged. After he left, Reena encouraged me to do this more often:
Reena: Why don’t you give these answers when you ask people your questions?
Shaunna: I am here to listen to people, to learn their perspectives. Yes, I know
about biogas and its benefits, but I want to know other people’s opinions, other
people’s thoughts, other people’s experiences. For this reason, I do not give such
answers.
Reena: But people do not know; they need to be taught. Sometimes you need to
give these answers to your questions.
Qualitative interviews are more than receiving answers to prepared questions. It is a
dialogue.

This is especially true when interviews are part of a mixed methods approach

including ethnographic fieldwork and participant observation.
knowledge and experience, not simply a collection of it.

There is an exchange of

However, there is a common

assumption that those with limited formal education do not have answers and need to be taught.
This social norm is something I encountered frequently as I tried to validate knowledge learned
from life experience rather than knowledge learned through training or formal education. I often
found myself in social settings where those who devalued their own knowledge deferred to
others more “educated” around them to provide answers.
Interviews were open ended, but structured around a few broad questions designed to
focus the conversation on the participant’s experience with and understanding of community
forestry, biogas technology, and sustainability (see Figure 3.1). Interviews were tape recorded,
with consent, and then translated into English and transcribed for coding and analysis. One of
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the main stumbling blocks for the interview process was not access but rather social norms of
what constitutes valuable knowledge. Women would tell me that they are illiterate and I should
talk to their children who study in school, they would know the answers to all my questions. In
some instances it was difficult to convince women respondents that their life experience is
valuable and constitutes knowledge, regardless of formal education. In other cases, social
pressures by neighbors and family impeded open and honest communication. Some women
were uncomfortable speaking openly to me in the midst of curious onlookers who appeared to
see what the foreigner was doing in their village. The longer I stayed in a village, the more my
novelty wore off and later interviews could be conducted in relative isolation, but it took time
and persistence.
Figure 3.1 Qualitative Interview Questions
Qualitative Interview Questions
1.

What is the purpose of the community forest user group?

2.

What benefits and limitations have you experienced from the forest user group?

3.

Can you list all of the ways you use the forest?

4.

Should the community forest user group be involved in non-forest programs?

5.

What types of projects should the community forest user group be involved in?

6.

What is the connection between biogas and community forestry?

7.

Do you have a biogas plant and if so, why did you build it?

8.

How did you learn about biogas?

9.

Why do community forest user groups promote biogas?

10. What does sustainable development mean to you?
11. What are the benefits of biogas/community forestry for you? Your community?
Nepal? World?
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Surveys
Surveys are intended to provide basic information on the population in question and
statistically measurable data based upon respondents’ answers to carefully crafted survey
questions. My initial reasoning for surveys was to collect measurable responses of people’s
experience of the benefits and limitations of biogas and community forestry, as well as to collect
demographic information for an analysis of differing perceptions and experiences by gender, age,
and social or economic strata.

This did not work as envisioned.

The survey was neatly

composed of three varieties of questions. (1) Agree/disagree responses regarding the need and
benefits of community forestry and biogas. (2) 1 to 5 Likert scale questions of two types: (a)
The importance of various attributes to be considered when protecting forests (fuel, fodder,
wildlife habitat, religious value, clean air, soil conservation, water retention, medicinal plants,
building material, possibility for tourism, and sellable commodities). (b) Agreement with the
statement that “A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to my family” followed by the same
statement for village, district, Nepal, world. Then the same type of question, but for biogas such
that “Using biogas in our village is beneficial to my family” followed by the same statement for
village, district, Nepal, world. (3) Participants are then asked to rank Family, Village, District,
Nepal, World in order of importance when thinking about community forestry. Then the same
question is asked of biogas (see Appendix A).
This did not work as planned for several reasons. In my first round of fieldwork in 2007 in
Jhapa, I quickly discovered that while my survey was technically accurate in its Nepali grammar
structure and vocabulary, it was written in a more formal language that resulted in respondents
being confused as to the meaning. I stopped using the instrument, re-wrote it with the aid of a
new translator, and then tried again. That was the first problem. Second, almost everyone
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ranked question (3) above in the order in which it was read. I stopped asking it. The third
problem was that rather than thinking and reflecting, many people just simply responded that
yes, a thing was important, rather than placing it into a proper Likert scale. Thus in some cases
there was interpretation to be done on their indication of how important an item was. Fourth, in
the settings in which I was conducting interviews, there were typically neighbors, passerbys, and
others who collected, and the survey became a group project. Thus, one survey is not necessarily
the opinion of one respondent, or even the household, but rather the result of group consensus.
In Gorkha, it was much the same, only I had more difficulty in trying to administer the
survey. In Gorkha, people were quick to deflect the survey, saying that I should ask those on the
committee, or a school teacher, or other community member deemed formally educated. Women
in particular de-valued their own lived experience as viable knowledge and were quick to deflect
the surveys (or the interview entirely) by saying “I don’t understand. I do not know what you are
asking. Ask (my children, my husband, my neighbor); they know about these things.” In
Gorkha, the survey data is spotty at best.
Thus, the survey data does not provide any statistically significant information, but when
administered, it does provide a window on the values of community forestry and biogas in
question. It was also a valuable lesson in survey as a research instrument. I am much more
skeptical of any survey data results I see, and have much more respect for those who have
mastered the art of surveys in varied and complex field conditions.

Primary documents
In their approach to “global ethnography,” Gille and Ó Riain (2002) argue that places are
“politically and historically constructed” through dynamic social relations and as such require
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“the historicization of the locality and of local and extralocal social relations” (288). This can be
explored through archival research. Archives themselves can be a “site” or can be a source that
provides material for textual analysis, with the understanding that what is found in the archives is
not a simple objective record of uncontested events. They go on to argue that “while
ethnographic interpretation can be aided by historical materials, the detailed knowledge of the
contemporary site can cast new light on archival materials and the intended and unintended
consequences of historical actions” (ibid). Contemporary and historical primary documents are a
critical source of information for this study. Such documents come from government archives,
CFUG offices, and personal collections. These documents include CFUGs’ rules and action
plans; promotional literature for biogas, community forestry, and REDD; posters/advertisements;
government documents and reports; NGO documents and reports; folk songs and visual media.
Such documents allow me to corroborate respondents’ stories and add a more nuanced
dimension to the analysis as well as help reconstruct historical aspects of the study.
The list of primary document types fits into one sentence and may seem a rather mundane
and simple, if time consuming, task to complete. The reality is far more complex and infinitely
more time consuming than one might expect. For example, I was searching for the document
that outlined the government’s 1975-1976 Agricultural Development Year plan. Several works I
read mentioned it, so I knew it must exist. I started at the National Planning Commission (NPC)
library, which catalogs all of the previous National Plans and related documents. After several
trips, it was clear they did not have it. One librarian claimed in exasperation, “Why do you want
this document? They didn’t actually do it anyway.” As a researcher, that makes the document
even more valuable to me.
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At one Ministry library, the documents are kept in locked cases of metal and glass, each
shelf with its own locked case. One must peer through the dusty glass trying to read the binding
and then call the librarian over to unlock that shelf if something seems of interest. Devendra, my
research assistant, was determined to get into a shelf on the bottom of one case that was full of
old dust covered documents that appeared fragile. Surely here we would find some historic
document of interest. The librarian did not know where the key was. Devendra managed to get
a ring of mystery keys and tried each until he found the right key. But the cabinet would not
unlock – it was rusted shut. So he set out to find oil. He came back with oil and tried to oil the
lock to open it. I perused the other shelves while he spent a good 45 minutes trying to get into
that cabinet, all to no avail. It would not open.
On another occasion, I found a critically important report in a Ministry library that
outlined the work completed for biogas promotion under an Asian Development Bank (ADB)
loan to the Agricultural Development Bank – Nepal (ADB-N) in the early 1980s. I wanted to
copy the report in its entirety. I was clearly excited at this find. Devendra took the lead in
requesting permission for us to remove the document and have it copied. Anytime I tried to
jump in and say the document was important, Devendra would cut me off and motion to me to be
quiet. He then pulled me aside and said, “If they know that this document is important for our
research, they will make it difficult for us to copy it. If we are indifferent and say it might be
useful, they are more likely to help us.” I had not considered the politics involved in accessing
documents. After me offering to leave my US driver’s license as collateral (after explaining its
importance – of which the librarian was quite skeptical) and Devendra offering up his watch as
collateral, we were able to borrow the document upon the strict condition it be returned the
following day (without needing to leave any collateral). I went immediately to my trusted
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stationary and binding store, and arrived just as the scheduled load shedding (rolling power
outages) began. I picked it up the next morning so the shopkeeper could copy it when the power
returned.
In an interview with a former ADB-N official, I learned that there may be video footage
of interest, including former King Birendra interacting with farmers who installed biogas. He
suggested I start with the main ADB-N office; he was sure the materials would be found there.
And thus began a month long search. I met with a contact at ADB-N in the main Kathmandu
office who suggested I go to their new training facility outside of the city that has a library as all
materials and documents had been moved out there. It took about a week for Devendra and I to
arrange a visit. The journey is about 45 minutes by bus and then a 20 minute walk to reach their
new training facility situated in the middle of farm fields and surrounded by a high wall with
guards. After making several inquiries and doing a couple interviews, we met the audio-visual
coordinator. He informed us that the video we are looking for, if it exists, is back in the main
office in Kathmandu in a room to which the key had been lost. Inside this locked room is a
library of old footage and videos produced.
It took Devendra about two weeks of persistence, and an offer for us to bring our own
locksmith, to arrange a mutually convenient day to meet our contact and get into the coveted
room. Our contact arranged for his own locksmith. On the designated morning, we arrived and
were informed that the door was not unlocked yet, but would be shortly. We waited, and then
we waited. Devendra was insistent on us getting updates. After a couple hours of waiting,
Devendra told our contacts that we would darne dine – stage a sit-in – until the door was
unlocked. We sat in the employee canteen and waited, calling hourly for updates. After about 6
hours of waiting, we were called up. The lock had finally been drilled out. We had less than an
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hour to rummage through the dust covered collection looking for items of interest. There were
old photographs of development projects from the agency’s inception in 1968 up through the
1980s. And hundreds of VHS tapes containing both raw footage and finished videos. After
initial hesitation, I was allowed to borrow 14 VHS tapes to view and copy. I happened to meet a
man with a video production house on a bus from Gorkha a few months prior. He allowed me to
use his equipment and staff to view the tapes, select portions for copying, and then convert the
VHS footage to DVD. That entire process required another week.
These are just a few examples of what I encountered when setting out to collect primary
materials; there are a dozen more stories of primary document collection that I could add. Who
controls these documents?

How does one gain access?

Who are the gatekeepers to the

knowledge contained in rare written documents and video footage?

“Collecting primary

documents” is just as political, contentious, and rife with power relationships as any other
ethnographic method may be.

Managing and Verifying the Research
This work is a combination of a case study with qualitative interviewing and
ethnography. As Creswell (1998) explains, both require detailed description; the ethnography
involves a story-type description of a group’s daily life whereas the case study requires a detailed
description of both the case and its setting (152-153). The data collected from transcripts and
field notes are used to code recurrent emergent themes and content analysis. Such “categorical
aggregation” (ibid, 153-154) uses transcripts and field notes to compare and aggregate people’s
perspectives and experiences on community forestry and biogas technology as they relate to
environmental governmentality.
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As with any study, qualitative or quantitative, verification and validity are key concerns
in determining quality. Qualitative studies are particularly susceptible to criticisms on these
criteria as many methods are not precisely replicable since the researcher is an instrument in data
collection. Verification is “a process that occurs throughout the data collection, analysis, and
report writing of a study” (ibid, 194). In contrast, validity is more concerned with the validity of
the results and analysis. Stake advocates triangulation as a way to achieve validity. This is done
during the data collection phase by collecting multiple sources that speak to the same issue,
question, belief, or event. This can include observations, interviews with actors involved in
different aspects of the same phenomenon, and analysis of primary materials.

However,

“acknowledging that no observations or interpretations are perfectly repeatable, triangulation
serves also to clarify meaning by identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen”
(Stake 2000, 443-444).

In the course of my research, I sought out multiple sources and

informants, ideally until the data I collected reached saturation; that is, new interviewees did not
provide new data.

Sites of Engagement
With Nepal being a leader in both community forestry and biogas, choosing to work in
Nepal at the intersection of these two initiatives provides an opportunity to understand how such
programs are embedded in and influenced by global development, sustainability, and climate
change discourses in the context of environmental governmentality. This research is a collective
case study focusing on nine CFUGs in Nepal’s Gorkha and Jhapa districts to provide an entrypoint into exploring the people-environment-energy phenomena under study. Collective case
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study work “regularly requires researchers to choose their cases. Understanding the critical
phenomena depends on choosing the case well” (Stake 2000, 446).
Choosing a case well based upon the phenomena one is investigating is just the beginning
of site selection. Choosing research sites becomes a political enterprise, whether one intends it
to be or not. As Gille and Ó Riain (2002) explain, “What sites does the ethnographer choose to
study? Where does she draw the boundaries of her site? Which events and processes at which
geographical scales will shape the ethnographic narrative?” (285). Decisions must be made
regarding boundaries and determining the scale best suited for research and action. The place
selected then becomes our entry point not only into the phenomena under study, but into wider
networks, into history, and into “the politics of place itself” (ibid, 287). Once the site is selected,
there is another politicalization that occurs in determining where and with whom the researcher
will live during the research period, a process that can prove quite contentious and have tangible
effects on the research. This manifested in my fieldwork, particularly in Gorkha which is a
Maoist stronghold and where political tensions run high. My main contact was known to be a
strong supporter of a particular political party, which may have impacted my access to specific
sites and individuals. Throughout all of this, the qualitative researcher must remember that they
“are guests in the private spaces of the world,” and as such should maintain good manners in line
with the host culture and adhere to a strict code of ethics (Stake 2000, 447).
Jhapa district and Gorkha district are the two primary field locations for this study and
provide two different conditions in which to compare the people-environment-energy nexus.
While this study is focused on the lived experiences of farmers, one cannot deny the importance
and relevance of Kathmandu as a seat of power through which international programs and
monies are funneled. Kathmandu is where NGOs are headquartered. It is where one gets access
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to government officials and initial contacts with development professionals. In this regards,
there are then three field sites: Kathmandu, Gorkha, and Jhapa. Jhapa and Gorkha were selected
as field sites through consultation with colleagues in Kathmandu. The greatest potential for
biogas is in the Tarai due to favorable environmental conditions and higher cattle ownership.
The Tarai community forest groups tend to be wealthier than their hill counterparts, due in part
to market access, allowing them to provide loans to members to build biogas. However, the hill
region has a definite need for biogas or other locally produced renewable energies as other forms
of energy, such as cylinder gas, are more difficult to transport. By having one study site in the
Tarai (Jhapa district) and one in the Hill region (Gorkha district) we can also explore how
community forest groups of different means are working to promote biogas.
From 2007 to 2010, I made four trips to Nepal, spending 17 months conducting
fieldwork. The “focused revisit” (Burawoy 2003) is also an ethnographic research strategy that
can be used to better understand phenomena over time and establish meaningful connections
with the place and people. By visiting and revisiting sites and those who have become my
friends over this three year period, I have seen community forest groups’ struggles and triumphs,
watched as political gridlock stalled work in some communities but not others, and witnessed the
initial euphoria spawned by the Peace Accord signed in 2006 and the prospect of a peaceful,
dignified, inclusive national future be overshadowed by an increasingly cynical and discouraged
outlook on the political process.

In that time, REDD has made a debut in Nepal, while

smuggling continues to be a blight on the forestry sector. By revisiting and following up over
three years in the same places, I have gained insights into the complexities of how community
forestry and biogas promotion function and touch people’s lives.
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Figure 3.2 Topography map of Nepal highlighting the three main field sites. Data source:
ICIMOD.

Jhapa
Jhapa district is located in the far southeastern corner of Nepal’s Tarai region. Favorable
environmental conditions, wealthier farmers, higher cattle ownership, and low incidence rates of
poverty situate Jhapa as an area with great potential for biogas. According to the UN, Jhapa has
some of the lowest incident rates of poverty in Nepal. Education levels are above the national
average. Farmers tend to own more land and cattle than their hill counterparts. Jhapa is also the
district with the highest number of biogas plants built in Nepal, 17,494 as of 2009. Community
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forestry and the value thereof is largely entrenched in the area where this research was
conducted, with such groups actively involved in generating income from the sale of forest
products and applying those proceeds (often in conjunction with partner organizations) to various
community development initiatives such as clean water distribution systems, road building,
political awareness, education, job training, and micro-financing. At the time this study began,
there were 28 established CFUGs. There are now another two dozen in the process of being
formed. This confluence of environmental and economic factors situates Jhapa as a best-case
scenario to investigate the impact and impetus of such groups promoting biogas through their
own individualized programs.
I worked with five CFUGs that have all promoted and supported biogas adoption. While
all five groups in this study rely on the sale of forest products (timber and firewood) for their
budgets, some also profit from rubber tapping, tourism, and interest earned on loans to users. In
2008, the 28 CFUGs of Jhapa district had an average income of 987,017 NPR (around
US$14,000) each and managed a total of 7,685 hectares. The CFUGs are large in size and
income compared to hill counterparts. For comparison, the hill district of Gorkha had 361
CFUGs with an average income of 12,912 NPR (around US$180) and managed 16,748 hectares
total (ISRC 2008).
The CFUGs put those forest profits to work in their communities. They work in areas
beyond forest management and access that improve quality of life in their communities (see
Figure 3.3). During a community meeting in 2007 to review the new Prakriti CFUG budget, a
committee member declared, “Our community forest group has brought us clean water. What
have the politicians in Kathmandu done for us? We have built roads and a school. What have
they done for us in Kathmandu? If we want change, we need to do it as a community. We are
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the ones working to improve our community.” This sentiment is echoed by community members
who turn to their CFUGs for a range of services, from health to education to livelihoods. Prakriti
CFUG is the most limited financially of the groups in this study. During a group interview in
2007 with poor households, respondents claimed inequity in the CFUG’s road improvement and
electricity distribution. They also expected the CFUG’s help in building toilets. Another unmet
demand, both in Prakriti and Junkiri, is for more women-focused programs and women income
generating opportunities. What they are demanding is that their CFUG help them, as individuals
and a community, to realize basic human rights. While each CFUG has its own shortcomings
and may not be able to provide all the services users expect, they are engaged in a wide variety
of programs and services, both internally funded and with support from government offices or
other NGOs and INGOs. All five of these groups now also include biogas in their action plans
as another program that provides social services and forest protection.
All five CFUGs are involved in various biogas support schemes, from grants to loans (see
Figure 3.4). They are actively involved in multiple facets of community members’ lives for the
purpose of improving quality of life, alleviating poverty, and forest conservation. They are
social organizations, not simply a forest management group. They use their power and influence
to effect change in a broad range of social arenas and are not restricted only to the business of
managing a forest. Jhapa provided a case study of ideal scenarios under which biogas could
prosper; it was, at first glance, a success in biogas adoption, and community forest groups are a
part of that success through their biogas promotion and support projects.
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Figure 3.3 Jhapa Community Forest User Groups and Their Projects
CFUG
Name1
Kumari
Junkiri

Date
Established2,3
1992
(2049 B.S.)
1995
(2052 B.S.)

Hectares

Households

Types of Projects4

252

1692

401

563

Biogas loans; women’s micro lending; animal
breeding
Biogas loans; development of non timber forest
products; wetland restoration; medical assistance;
school fee and book assistance for poor; clean
drinking water system; road improvement; goat
keeping
Biogas loans; clean drinking water system; road
improvement; electricity; primary school; home
building for elderly poor; goat keeping
Biogas loans and grants; savings and loan
program; road improvement
Biogas loans; road improvement; electricity; job
training; animal breeding; toilet building; land
distribution to landless poor

Prakriti

1995
(2052 B.S.)

430

470

Diyo

1995
(2052 B.S.)
1995
(2052 B.S.)

1194

1451

669

1380

Jureli
1

CFUG names listed are pseudonyms.
“Date established” is taken from the CFUG’s own documents. In some cases there is a one year discrepancy
between the date listed in CFUG documents and dates listed in District documents.
3
Nepal follows a solar calendar known as Bikram Sambat (B.S.) with the first day of the new year in mid-April.
Bikram Sambat years thus begin in one Gregorian Calendar year and end in the following. Dates are converted from
Bikram Sambat into the Gregorian Calendar, or Common Era (C.E.), equivalent, with the first year listed unless a
specific date is known. If a CFUG’s founding date is 2052 B.S. (1995-1996 C.E.), it is converted to 1995 above.
4
This list reflects the programs cited by community members and CFUG committee members during interviews that
are in addition to forest product management and distribution.
2

Figure 3.4 Jhapa Community Forest User Groups and Their Biogas Support
CFUG
Name1
Kumari
Junkiri
Prakriti
Diyo

Jureli

Biogas Support2
(Loan amounts vary yearly based on
funds available)
Loans ranging from 8000 to 12,000
NPR
15,000 NPR loan; 1350 NPR grant to
all households building biogas
15,000 NPR loan
Loans ranging from 12,000 to 15,000
NPR with 1250 NPR grant; 1500
NPR grant to private builders not
taking loans
12,000 NPR loan

Loan
Period

Total # Built
through 2009

3 year

Year
Program
Started
2005

1 to 3 year

2004

115

3 year
3 year

2005
2004

11
85

3 year

1999

350

86

1

CFUG names listed are pseudonyms.
For the initial loan program, most CFUGs partnered with another organization who provided funds for loans. Some
groups decided to keep the program running after the partnership expired through their own means. Others sought
out other partnerships to keep it going.

2
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Gorkha
Unlike Jhapa in the rich fertile plains, promoting biogas in hill regions is more
challenging as families typically own less land, fewer cattle, have limited opportunities to
generate cash income, and winter months reduce methane production. Given biogas’ potential
quality of life improvements, it is critical to understand if and how such projects can succeed
under challenging circumstances, and the discourses employed in its promotion. Gorkha was
part of a multi-year Ford Foundation funded project to promote biogas through community forest
groups. As of 2009, Gorkha was home to 4,005 biogas plants. With its higher poverty rates and
challenging terrain, understanding how and why community forest users adopt biogas technology
in Gorkha provides a notable comparison to the situation in Jhapa and can help us to better
understand the role of environmental governmentality in biogas usage.
In Gorkha I worked in four CFUGs, and also worked in much closer contact with the
district office FECOFUN. These four groups are scattered across the district ranging from the
vicinity of the district capital to the more remote reaches nearby the Manaslu Conservation Area.
The groups service smaller communities of less than 200 households. The forests tend to be on
marginal land not suitable for farming development. The community forests are managed for
users’ direct needs: firewood, limited timber production for localized use, fodder for farm
animals. While jaDibuTi, or medicinal herbs, are also found in these forests, the four groups of
this study had not developed them for market. Gorkha is home to 361 CFUGs; 64 of those are
women’s CFUGs that are operated, conserved, and promoted by women. The committees are
entirely women. Of the four groups in this study, one is a women’s CFUG. These 361 CFUGs
in Gorkha manage a total of 16,748 hectares – the smallest CFUG is a women’s group that
manages just half a hectare and the largest manages close to 600 hectares (ISRC 2008).
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In addition to the disparity in forest size, there is also disparity in regards to the income of
such groups. In Gorkha the concern is focused more on equitable access to resources for poverty
alleviation and conservation rather than increasing income generation. The average income of a
Gorkha CFUG is 12,912 NPR (around US$180) (ISRC 2008). With limited income, particularly
in relation to the Jhapa CFUGs in this study, CFUGs in Gorkha are much more dependent on
partner organizations to “bring programs” which they then facilitate in the community. Despite
limited revenue, the CFUGs in the study do what poverty alleviation programs they can (see
Figure 3.5). One example is goat farming. Essentially, the poor are given a loan to buy goats
with the idea that they will breed and sell goats. These programs have met with mixed success.
The CFUGs in this study are providing loans to users to build biogas; three of them as
part of the Ford Foundation funded project (see Figure 3.6). Under the Ford program, money is
dispersed from AEPC to central FECOFUN in Kathmandu which distributes it to the district
FECOFUN offices in question, who then distribute it to selected CFUGs, who in turn, loan the
money to users. Each link in the chain receives interest payments. Kaanchi CFUG provided
nine loans in 2009 in this manner. Prior to this, Kaanchi CFUG ran a program from their own
funds to provide a 1000 NPR grant to any household building biogas; only three households
participated in that program. Another five households built biogas independently over the last
six years. Thaddo CFUG also provided loans for nine biogas plants in 2009. Previously, only
two households had biogas. Bhakti CFUG has had the most success in terms of volume – 30
additional biogas plants were built with the Ford Foundation program.
While Kaanchi, Thaado, and Bhakti CFUGs have benefited from the Ford funded
program, not all CFUGs in Gorkha participate. In 2007, Shaanti CFUG began investing all of
their money into the biogas sector by providing loans to users; however, their funds are limited
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and they are seeking to partner with another organization that can loan money that they can then
manage for users’ loans. Shaanti CFUG provided loans to 18 users to build biogas from 20072008. However, biogas was being built and used in the community long before this – the oldest
biogas plants in this community were built around 1995 and still operational. Shaanti envisions a
complete community of biogas households by 2019 and is developing a plan to achieve this goal.
In addition to focusing on these four groups for my ethnographic work, I also spent time
with the district FECOFUN office observing various programs and biogas promotion activities in
multiple communities. Gorkha was a fortuitous choice as, after my fieldwork began there in
2009, Gorkha was selected as one of three locations for a REDD Readiness program. I did
participant observation in the REDD Readiness meetings, training, and community outreach in
addition to participant observation of the district’s biogas program through community forestry.
By participating and observing in the REDD program, I learned how climate change knowledge
was disseminated and received by the target communities. Biogas was also advocated in these
meetings as a way to conserve forests and increase forest carbon.
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Figure 3.5 Gorkha Community Forest User Groups and Their Projects
Date
Established2,3
1992
(2048 B.S.)

Hectares

Households

Types of Projects4

87

102

Thaado

1995
(2052 B.S.)

32

176

Bhakti

1992
(2049 B.S.)

125

177

Shaanti

1995
(2052 B.S.)

56

102

Biogas loans via Ford program; biogas
grants; improved cook stoves; biological
diversity program; drinking water; goat
keeping; women’s literacy; primary school
teacher; good governance program
Biogas loans via Ford program; women’s
awareness program; literacy program;
good governance program
Biogas loans via Ford program; school
investment; student achievement awards;
goat keeping; road improvement
Biogas loans; women’s literacy program;
women, indigenous, and dalit rights
awareness program; goat keeping; school
investment;
drinking
water;
road
construction; temples

CFUG Name1
Kaanchi

1

CFUG names listed are pseudonyms.
“Date established” is taken from the CFUG’s own documents. In some cases there is a discrepancy between the
date listed in CFUG documents and dates listed in District documents.
3
Nepal follows a solar calendar known as Bikram Sambat (B.S.) with the first day of the new year in mid-April.
Bikram Sambat years thus begin in one Gregorian Calendar year and end in the following. Dates are converted from
Bikram Sambat into the Gregorian Calendar, or Common Era (C.E.), equivalent, with the first year listed unless a
specific date is known. If a CFUG’s founding date is 2052 B.S. (1995-1996 C.E.), it is converted to 1995 above.
4
This list reflects the programs cited by community members and CFUG committee members during interviews that
are in addition to forest product management and distribution.
2

Figure 3.6 Gorkha Community Forest User Groups and Their Biogas Support
CFUG
Name1

Biogas Support

Loan
Period

Kaanchi

Loan up to 15,000 NPR.
Previous support of 1000 NPR
grant.
Loan amount variable as needed.
Loan amount variable as needed.
Loan up to 9000 NPR.
Additional grants of 1250 to 2500
NPR from 3rd source.

Thaado
Bhakti
Shaanti
1

2 years

Year
Program
Started
2008

Total # Built through
2009 (from CFUG
biogas program)
9

2 years
2 years
1 year

2008
2008
2007

9
30
18

CFUG names listed are pseudonyms.
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Kathmandu
Kathmandu is the capital of Nepal, and as the capital city is also the political and economic
power center. Money for projects in the hinterlands is funneled through government agencies
and NGOs/INGOs based in Kathmandu. Some organizations have field offices throughout the
country, but many are simply based in Kathmandu and then send their facilitators out to villages
across the country for a day, or a week, longer if needed, but usually as a visiting outsider who
has come to deliver international monies in the form of a community program. Villagers refer to
Kathmandu and those who come from it as “kendra” literally meaning, “The Center.” As in:
Shaunna: “I’m going to Kathmandu tomorrow.”
Gorkha friend/s: “Oh, you’re returning to kendra.
facilities. You’ll have hot water again in kendra.”

Yes, kendra has all the

Facilitators who arrive in villages from “the central” office in Kathmandu, even if that office has
a field office in the area, have an air of reverence that is bestowed upon them by rural district
dwellers. They represent knowledge, they represent power, they represent hope – all packaged
nicely in programs that are delivered from kendra, often funded by foreign donors, and
accompanied by glossy brochures or posters.
In Gorkha, when I arrived in a village, I could hear people whispering to each other, “She
is from The Center. The Center sent her.” They were referring to my working with FECOFUN
facilitators. While I was not seen in the company of the FECOFUN kendra personnel from
Kathmandu, and I was working with the local district FECOFUN staff, people surmised that I
was there with the blessing of the kendra (which I was – FECOFUN was my affiliate
organization – and which the staff accompanying me were quick to confirm). But this also
tempered the way in which people interacted with me initially. My affiliation – real, perceived,
or otherwise – impacted the way villagers approached me. “Which organization are you with?,”
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“Who sent you?,” “What programs are you bringing us?,” were common questions as people
tried to figure out just how I landed in their village, and what benefits they might get from my
presence as a direct conduit to power in kendra.

People were often disappointed when I

explained that I was a student researcher with no official NGO position, and thus no program “to
bring.”
I worked closely with FECOFUN as my affiliate organization. I also interacted with
multiple organizations involved in biogas and the forest-biogas nexus, including: BSP, Winrock
International-Nepal, Alternative Energy Promotion Center (AEPC), Nepal Biogas Promotion
Association (NBPA), and multiple biogas construction companies.
Federation of Community Forest Users, Nepal (FECOFUN). While CFUGs are fairly
autonomous entities, many of them have chosen to partner with Federation of Community Forest
Users, Nepal (FECOFUN); a national organization whose goal is to link forest users across
Nepal and promote and protect forest users’ rights. Of the more than 14,000 CFUGs in Nepal,
over 11,200 CFUGs have joined with FECOFUN since its founding in July 1995, reaching
millions of Nepalis. FECOFUN self identifies as a “social movement organization” whose stated
mission is “to promote and protect rights of community forest users through capacity
strengthening, economic empowerment, sustainable resource management, technical support,
advocacy and lobbying, policy development, and national and international networking and to
uphold

the

values

of

inclusive

democracy,

gender

balance,

and

social

justice”

(www.fecofun.org). FECOFUN partners with NGOs and INGOs for specific programs ranging
from good governance to non-timber forest production development to REDD readiness. It often
acts as a local implementing partner for projects funded by donor agencies.
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FECOFUN has a presence throughout the country with district offices, including in Jhapa
and Gorkha districts. Those who serve in FECOFUN kendra must be elected through the ranks –
from CFUG to the range post to the district to the region, and then finally into kendra. This does
not happen without contention – the Fourth General Convention in June 2010 which saw the
election of a new national central committee was so contentious police were called to calm the
discord which only further inflamed simmering tensions. Elections at all levels can be very
heated as those from different political parties vie for positions of power throughout the
structure. Many organizations work in community forestry in Nepal, but this study partnered
with FECFOUN given its extensive national network, its work in biogas promotion, and its
partnerships with international organizations to implement various programs.
Biogas Sector Partnership-Nepal (BSP). BSP, formerly Biogas Support Programme, was
created with foreign assistance from the Netherlands Development Organisation in Nepal
(SNV/N) in 1992 with the AEPC and Kreditanstalt fur Wiederaufbau of Germany (KfW)
contributing funding from 1997 onwards. BSP currently operates under the aegis of AEPC and
is the main biogas promotion and oversight organization in Nepal responsible for ensuring
quality control and monitoring of construction and construction companies. Through developing
a private-public partnership and using a free market approach, BSP seeks to address issues of
rural poverty, social inclusion, improved livelihoods and regional inequalities while enhancing
environmental protection (BSP 2009). Over 250,000 biogas plants have been built since BSP’s
inception in 1992. BSP seeks to expand the biogas program in Nepal and to continue with
research and development to disseminate biogas as a mainstream rural renewable energy
technology to improve quality of life for rural households.
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Winrock International – Nepal. Winrock International is a “nonprofit organization that
works with people in the United States and around the world to empower the disadvantaged,
increase economic opportunity, and sustain natural resources” (http://www.winrock.org.np/).
Renewable energies in Nepal factor heavily into this mission. Winrock International – Nepal
received a Ford Foundation grant to work with FECOFUN, BSP, and AEPC to promote biogas
through community forestry in six districts for three years. Gorkha was chosen as a field site as
it was part of this program. I participated in the first training session of trainers held in
Nawalparsi in December 2007. Winrock has also played a key role in expanding micro finance
opportunities to farmers to build biogas.
Alternative Energy Promotion Centre (AEPC). AEPC is an independently functioning
government agency formed in 1996 charged with developing and promoting renewable and
alternative energy technologies. It began under the Ministry of Science and Technology, but is
now under the Ministry of Environment. AEPC’s mission “is to make renewable energy [a]
mainstream resource through increased access, knowledge and adaptability contributing for the
improved living conditions of the people in Nepal” (http://www.aepc.gov.np/). AEPC is also the
government entity through which the carbon credits program is run, with carbon revenue to be
received by AEPC for continued renewable energy development and dissemination. AEPC has a
dedicated Climate and Carbon Unit charged to operationalize a working carbon
mitigation/climate change adaptation policy with an associated carbon finance mechanism. Part
of this mission includes raising awareness about carbon markets and their benefits.
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Research Relationships
When intending to seek out research participants who are politically, economically,
socially, or otherwise marginalized, a researcher must clearly understand and contemplate her
relationship with those “being researched” as the power relationship can clearly be an unequal
one. That is, the researcher is privileged enough to leave the comforts of her own town and
travel to distant places to talk with people who do not have that luxury. Furthermore, the very
presence of the researcher could serve as a reminder to those in the community of their own
localized marginalization. This leads to the notions of insider/outsider and the role of the
researcher within the community. Naples (2003) argues that this false binary serves to disguise
the true power and differential experiences that exist between researchers and those they
research. She argues that “outsiderness” and “insiderness” are fluid social constructions. As
such, these constructions are “ever shifting and permeable social locations that are differentially
experienced and expressed by community members” (49). This does not mean that one can
move from “outsider” to “insider,” rather it is important to understand that this is a fluid and
constructed identity that will evolve and change over time. Arendell (1997) further explains,
“while contextually situated, the relationships which evolve during the research process are
influenced by the identities and histories of those involved, including gender” (341).
This discussion of identity is closely related to debates on researcher positionality.
McCorkel and Myers (2003) summarize feminist research theory by stating that “this influence
becomes problematic when researchers occupying privileged positions in society elect to study
those who are marginalized on the basis of race, class, and gender” (199). While their research is
on racial privilege, their generalization that the impact of researcher identity “on the research
process is subtle and complex” (ibid) is an apt summary and which certainly describes my
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experience as a researcher in Nepal. It was not uncommon for people to directly ask me what
my organization affiliation was and what program I would bring their village. This was a
conversation that caused raised emotions on several occasions as I tried to explain my way out of
their expectations. Perceived differences in education, and its connection to power, also affect
research relations. During an interview with Radha, a 54 year old farmer in Shaanti CFUG, the
following exchange occurred when I asked about the importance of biogas for family,
community, Nepal, and globally:
Radha: We did not get chance to study.
Neighbor: We did not get chance to read.
Radha: We recently started learning and can write our names. We don’t have a
school. Please bring a school for us.
Neighbor: Please carry a school here on your back. (Laughter)
Friend: As was said yesterday, we need a school for women. If we had a school,
we would go to study in the school and we would understand what you said and
we could have conversations with you.
(Interview, November 5, 2009).
As this exchange shows, the power differential – in the form of education, freedom to travel,
access to power centers, etc – hung heavily over some interactions and relationships.

Discussion
This ethnographic case study intends to explore and understand the people-environmentenergy nexus in Nepal at the intersection of community forestry and biogas, how this is wrapped
up in global discourses of sustainability and climate change, and how environmental
governmentality can help in understanding these phenomena. Ethnographic work is not neat and
tidy. It does not produce results that could be identically replicated by another researcher. The
researcher, me, can not stand apart and analyze the lives of people, as if my being there in no
way influences what I am seeing or how people interact with me. I cannot claim to be an
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impartial observer, apart from the community, nor can I claim to be a member of the community.
I am there to learn, and yet people seek me out for knowledge. I represent power and privilege
from the other side of the globe, and yet I am powerless and depend on the kindness of strangers
to live and work in an unfamiliar place. The difficulty in such fieldwork is determining balance:
balance of outsider/insider, balance of teacher/student, balance of power differentials.
Recognizing those (im)balances, understanding how they shape experiences, and being able to
occupy both without exploiting either is a balancing act ethnographic and qualitative researchers
must continually engage. While Mayerfeld Bell (2004) was writing about participatory research,
his insight applies here as well, “the most apt insights should come from maintaining distance
and closeness at the same time, drawing on the strengths of both” (19).
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CHAPTER 4
A HISTORY OF COMMUNITY FORESTRY AND BIOGAS IN NEPAL

“When the forest was guarded by the Forest Guard (government agents), we used to
enter into the forest and cut down the young trees; the young trees were not spared. But once the
forest came under our control, the forest has been conserved. Someone will see if another tries
to cut down the trees. … We love these plants like our own children. We worked hard and
guarded the forest in order to conserve it. Now the plants are grown up. The majority of the
people don’t dare to enter into the forest to cut down the trees; they can only collect the fallen
ones. Some people still think that the forest belongs to the Committee but the rest of the people
have become knowledgeable that the forest belongs to all of us. We should have been able to
impart the knowledge to all the people but we have not been successful towards this end.”
~ Interview with Banhi, Prakriti CFUG committee member, September 20, 2007

* * *

Community forestry and household biogas plants both represent devolution of power.
For community forestry, it is the devolution of power from centralized forest bureaucracies to
elected community forest committees. For biogas, it is building up a decentralized power source
at the household level rather than construct and maintain an expensive centralized regional
power grid system. As will be argued later in this chapter, both community forestry and biogas
as practiced in Nepal today are examples of neoliberal development; even if they did not begin as
such. The shift away from state centered forest control to community forestry, a decentralization
of power within an institutional framework, places community forestry as an example of
neoliberal governance (McCarthy 2006; Nightingale 2005). Biogas development is dependent
upon liberating individual choice within an institutional framework and free market system. As
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shown later in this chapter, an analysis of government planning documents and NGO reports
demonstrate neoliberal logic at work in government policy and development programs in Nepal.
Before delving into the recent neoliberal histories of biogas and community forestry in
Nepal, this chapter will first provide an historical overview of forestry in Nepal. This will build
upon the literature review in Chapter 2 on historical global trends of forestry that led up to
today’s community forest movement. This chapter reviews the history of forestry in Nepal,
which both mimics and departs from the larger colonial forest practices discussed in Chapter 2,
and then brings us up to more recent times where biogas is introduced and becomes part of
Nepal’s resource governance history. While both community forestry and biogas in Nepal have
been analyzed in their current contexts and impacts, and the history of community forestry in
Nepal is well documented, these two initiatives are seldom written of concurrently. Yet their
histories since the late 1970s run parallel and often overlap.
Both initiatives began in the 1970s under the Panchayat regime; a largely authoritarian
regime headed by a King where political parties were banned and political freedoms were
curtailed. Both programs had involvement of international governments and INGOs early on,
and continue to see the involvement of international organizations and agendas. Both biogas and
the predecessor to today’s community forestry sputtered throughout the 1980s as the programs
tentatively spread throughout the country. After the arrival of democracy in the early 1990s,
both biogas and community forestry initiatives exploded, now with over 14,000 CFUGs and over
250,000 household biogas digesters. The acceleration of biogas technology and community
forest governance happened in a post-Panchayat era and during a time of global neoliberal
expansion.

Community forest governance sought to dissolve centralized control of forest

resources, giving more freedom and oversight directly to forest users. Likewise, prior to 1992
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biogas construction was handled through centralized government agencies. From 1992 onwards,
the biogas sector was privatized with the new objective of achieving development through the
market.
Given these similarities and at times interwoven histories, this chapter proceeds through
the shared timeline of community forestry and biogas giving historical context to these practices
(see Figure 4.3 for a timeline of key political, forestry, and biogas related events from 19502000).

Before delving into the recent histories of biogas and forest governance from the

Panchayat era to today, we should first consider the long rich and varied history of governing
forested spaces in the region now known as Nepal. In order to understand forest governance in
Nepal today and the “shift” to community forestry, it is necessary to understand the preceding
shifting political regimes and forest governance histories.

A Brief History of Forested Spaces
Forests in Nepal have a long history as a contentious space of livelihood and power that
can be traced back through the numerous Himalayan Kingdoms that preceded unification in
1768. Royal powers often granted subjects use rights of forest resources for domestic purposes,
including timber and non-timber forest products. Local committees of village elders would settle
forest use related issues. However, the royal power controlled anything related to trade as well
as the right to levy taxes on forest products. For example during the Lichhivi dynasty (400 – 750
CE), centered in what is now Kathmandu Valley, wood products were taxed. The Malla dynasty,
which ruled Kathmandu Valley from 1200 until unification in 1768, similarly levied taxes on
forest products (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005). The ruling elite controlled trade, tax, and profit
from forested spaces, but commoners were granted basic use rights to specific forestlands for
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domestic needs. This section highlights some of the forest practices and governance in four eras:
in the Kingdom of Gorkha during the 1600s, in Nepal’s post-unification period of 1768 to the
mid-18th century, during the Rana rule of 1846 to 1951, and post-Rana to early Panchayat forest
policies from 1951 to 1975.

Kingdom of Gorkha: History, Power, and Forests
Other Kingdoms throughout what is now Nepal had vested interests in governing forested
spaces and land use. The Kingdom of Gorkha is one such example, which deserves further
exploration as that historic seat of power is now known as the district of Gorkha in modern day
Nepal and is one of the field sites of this research. In the mid-1700s, Prithvi Narayan Shah
began expanding his rule from the tiny kingdom of Gorkha, leading to the unification of a greater
Nepal in 1768. The Shah dynasty continued to rule over Nepal, in various forms, until May 2008
when a new democratically elected Constitutional Assembly evicted the royal family from the
palace and repositioned Nepal as a democratic republic. Even though the Shah dynasty ruled
from Kathmandu after unification, they maintained close ritual ties with the places of Gorkha
and Gorkha as an imagined space continued to represent power.
Recall the discussion of kendra in Chapter 3, where Kathmandu is imagined as the center
of power and development, a description I heard more frequently in Gorkha than in Jhapa. On a
follow up field visit to Jhapa, while walking on a dusty road through farm fields with a friend
seeking out new potential interview respondents, she asked me, “What have you learned from
Gorkha?” I responded, among other things, “The women in Gorkha say that they are backward
and they want their CFUG to bring them women’s awareness and development. They want to be
literate.” She stopped in the road and laughed, “If the women of Prithvi Narayan Shah are
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backward and lacking rights, what hope is there for the rest of us?” She was skeptical that such
an account could be accurate; surely those who lived in the shadow of the powerful who ruled
Nepal for over two centuries would be more developed and privileged than others. I offer this
exchange as an example of an enduring legacy of power, privilege, and patronage the Shah
dynasty evokes for some.
The Kingdom of Gorkha was founded in 1559, and not surprisingly, the Gorkha Kings
issued edicts regarding forests, land use, and pastures, which Bhattarai and Khanal (2005) argue
served to codify existing social practices in state policy. They quote a passage at length from the
14th Code of King Ram Shah (ruled 1606 – 1633), stating:
Maintain trees around water springs. In the absence of trees, water will not last
all through the year and the spring will run dry. If forests are cleared on a
massive scale, there will be many landslides. Landslides will bring flood, that
could wash away even khet (level terraces), forests. Thus fine rupees five to
whosoever cuts trees around water sources (15).
This decree is identical to the concerns raised by European colonialists stationed throughout the
world regarding the ill effects of deforestation discussed in Chapter 2, and it was happening at
around the same time. This passage demonstrates that the governing of forests and trees was
also linked to broader environmental governance concerned with maintaining natural resources
needed for survival. This decree was not an anomaly; in June 1651, King Dambar Shah issued a
similar edict stating, “Do not let anybody clear bushes, forests, shrubs, etc. at Ludja. Make a
proclamation to this effect before the entire village” (Khanal 1972). This decree appears to be
related to issues of maintaining security through forest cover, but demonstrates the varied
purposes and importance of forest spaces.
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After Unification: Reactive Forest Policies, Patronage, and Security
After unification in 1768, forest governance lacked a national singular plan and instead
problems were addressed in specific locations as needed, much as it had been before under the
dozens of small kingdoms unified by Privithi Narayan Shah. One such example relates to
deforestation in Gorkha reported in 1839 and translated by Regmi (1970b):
…(In) Gorkha district, peasants cultivating jagir3 lands complained (in March
1839) that deforestation had led to the drying up of sources of water and thus
rendered their lands uncultivable. The government appointed two local persons as
caretakers of the forests. Arrangements were made to cut timber for the
construction of palaces, bridges and roadside shelters, as well as for the
requirements of the local people, only through their permission (171).
This one example shows that the Kings took seriously complaints of deforestation’s ill effects.
Of course, when this resulted in decreased grain production, it also affected the taxes and tributes
that the ruling elites expected, which may explain why these complaints were taken seriously and
remedied quickly. As Metz (1991) explains regarding Nepal under the Shah Kings, as well as
many of the small kingdoms it subsumed,
… land use depended on paying a tax of one-half the land’s produce and up to 75
days of unpaid compulsory labor per household. This heavy tax burden could be
avoided either by converting forest to new agricultural fields, which conferred a
three-year tax holiday, or by obtaining either a jagir, an assignment to the military
or bureaucracy, the compensation for which was the right to the taxes from
particular lands, or a birta4, an assignment of land as a reward for some service
provided to the king (807).
The incentive to clear forested land for agriculture in the Nepal Himalayas was embedded in this
system of patronage and taxation. Thus, the negative environmental effects of deforestation on

3

In current parlance, jagir means “job” and typically refers to salaried employment. Historically, jagir is a
patronage land tenure system whereby the state replaces cash salary to government employees with the right to
collect land taxes for a specified territory for a period of one year, subject to renewal. The system was officially
abolished in 1951.
4
Birta is a patronage land tenure system whereby the state grants land to individuals who may then use the land for
their livelihood. The Birta Abolition Act of 1959 ended this practice and converted all birta land ownership to the
government with users subject to land taxation.
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crop production were not simply a matter of securing livelihoods, but of maintaining a feudal
patronage system and the profits it created.
The deforestation of the Nepal hills occurred under these political conditions for
centuries, long before the seemingly logical and simplistic Himalayan degradation thesis posed
by scholars in the 1970s attributed deforestation to then recent activities of subsistence farmers
and increasing population pressures. As Metz (1991) explains through detailed fieldwork and a
survey of earlier literature, much of the deforestation in the hills occurred before 1950 for the
purpose of converting hillsides to terraced farming agriculture, driven by the political factors
mentioned above. Thus, similar to the global colonial narrative of Chapter 2, forestlands in
Nepal were historically cleared for other land uses not due to population pressures or peasant
farming practices, but rather due to political and economic logics of the time. Only in Nepal, this
did not occur to create wealth for a distant colonial center, but rather to create wealth for local
elites and to maintain a feudal patronage system to reward loyalty to the ruling power. Forests
functioned as a mechanism to generate revenue and reward loyalty to the King, such as with the
jagir and birta patronage systems. Both allowed the state to reward loyalty without needing to
make cash payments and functioned as a feudal patronage system (NPC 1956; Regmi 1978;
Metz 1991).
After unification, “reclamation” of land, i.e. sanctioned forest clearing, was ordered for
settlement and irrigation programs. Forest protection was decreed for religious forests, high
value trees, hunting preserves, and for areas where forest clearing could endanger infrastructure
or water sources (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005, 16-17). Forests also functioned as a security
strategy. Vast tracts of forests, particularly to the south in the Tarai region and immediate
foothills, were protected as strategic fortification. This practice began in the Malla period [1200-
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1768 CE] and continued under Privthi Narayan Shah and his successors. Creating forest barriers
against invasion included the forced eviction of settlements in those areas deemed critical to
security and the destruction of trails leading to and from them (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005, 1415; Khanal 1972).

Forest Practices under Rana Rule 1846-1951: Exclusion, Bureaucracy, and Patronage
Historical accounts demonstrate that Nepal’s forests were used to ensure loyalty to the
crown both through ensuring domestic needs were met and through individual patronage, to
build government revenue through tax and/or export of forest products, to protect local
environmental resources including water and soil, and as a measure of national defense. With
the arrival of the Ranas in 1846, a family who established themselves as hereditary Prime
Ministers after eliminating rivals in the Kot Massacre and effectively relegated the Shah Kings to
figureheads, the forested spaces of Nepal became an arena in which power, privilege, and
patronage were displayed on a grander scale. It also marked an era of increased exclusion of
commoners from forests.
For example, after coming to power, the Ranas declared Chitwan “a private hunting
reserve, maintained exclusively for the privileged classes” (Gurung 1983, 2). Poaching was
made a severe crime and could result in capital punishment for killing a rhino. The poaching
penalties imposed on peasants were not to protect the animal populations, but rather the rhinos
(and other large game) were “protected” so that the Ranas could stage elaborate aristocratic hunts
(ibid).

In the 1940s, E.A. Smythies, a British forest adviser to the Nepalese government,

provided a passionate orientalist description of this exclusive forested space: “ ‘Chitwan! The
famous big-game reserve of Nepal, and one of the most beautiful places in the world. Chitwan!
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An area of mystery and romance, known by repute to many white men, but seen by so few…’ ”
(as quoted in Gurung 1983, 2). Smythies’ praise of Chitwan demonstrates its importance as a
wildlife habitat as well as the “remoteness” of this Tarai region in the 1940s.
Chitwan’s wildlife survived in large numbers with little human interference until the
eradication of malaria in the 1950s and subsequent migrations, discussed below. One main
reason the animal population of Chitwan survived was due to the “fact that their habitat remained
unharmed; until the end of the 1940s Chitwan contained more than 1,000 square miles of virgin
forests, swamps and grasslands, and the abundant fauna included wild elephant, swamp deer and
water buffalo” (ibid, 3). However, to call Chitwan a “virgin forest” is also misleading as Tharu
lived in the area and were actively involved in shaping the local ecology, most notably through
fire to encourage growth of preferred grasses. This process of burning kept the grasslands
productive as a food source for the wildlife whose populations would probably decline if the
grasslands were not renewed through fire or were allowed to be succeeded by the forests (ibid,
18).
The creation of a hunting reserve is just one of myriad forest governance policies enacted
under the Ranas. The Rana rule from 1846 to 1951 was marked by “active reclamation of
forestland, commoditization of forest resources, and concentration of rights over forests in the
hands of the ruling class and other courtesans” (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005, 18). It was also
during this time that timber exports peaked. Forests were given to relatives and loyal associates
of the Rana family as part of a patronage system under the guise of the government’s forestland
reclamation policy – essentially, clear the forest and “reclaim” the land for a useful, productive
purpose (ibid). Through this system of patronage, by 1951 when the Rana rule ended, “one-third
of forest and cultivated lands were under birta tenure, and seventy-five percent of this belonged
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to the members of the Rana family” (ibid, 19; see Regmi 1978 for detailed discussion on history
of land tenure in Nepal).
The concentration of forestlands into the hands of a few resulted in rapid deforestation.
Land reclamation and timber exports depleted Tarai forests. The Ranas’ desire to build massive
splendid palaces throughout Kathmandu contributed to deforestation in and around the
Kathmandu Valley (ibid, 19). Commoners were excluded from those lands and the resources
they held, forestlands they had previously been permitted to use for household needs.
Exploitation clearly marked the pre-Rana era as well, but the Rana years heralded a shift in
large-scale dispossession of commoners dependent on forest resources. The Ranas continually
amended laws regarding forest felling and began the formation of a more centralized forest
governance bureaucracy to monitor and coordinate forest clearing, exports, and revenue which
essentially “became a very powerful instrument of exploitation of forest resources” (ibid).

Placing in Historical Global Contexts
The history of Nepal’s forest governance up to 1951 both mimics and departs from global
colonial forestry trends during that time. Nepal was not a colony; it remained an independent
nation throughout the British colonial years. Before the overthrow of the Ranas in 1951, Nepal
remained a closed society. Maintaining a malarial jungle on the border and limiting habitation in
the border region in conjunction with the steep and difficult terrain served as a natural security
buffer dissuading intruders. However, the ruling elites of Nepal were acutely aware of what was
happening in their neighboring territories under British rule.

Regarding his 1876 journey

through Nepal, Sir Richard Temple writes,
In scientific circles, the jealousy with which the Nepali Government guards its
territory against the approach of knowledge has long been notorious. Nothing,
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however, will dissuade the Nepalis from the belief that topographical surveys,
geological examinations, and botanical collections, are either the precursors of
political aggression, or else lead to complications which end in annexation; and so
the exclusion of the Nepali dominion from the gaze of science is religiously
maintained (as quoted in Regmi 1970a, 140).
Sir Temple then goes on to catalog and analyze attributes one would consider essential to a
traditional colonial enterprise such as the one he represents – Nepal’s military preparedness, lack
of fortifications, landscape, and food security, complete with a discussion of under what
circumstances the Nepali forces could be destroyed. His statement regarding the weariness with
which Nepali rulers regarded the role of science in political domination echoes insight into the
colonial enterprise of that day, and can be found lingering in arguments today of neo-colonialism
through global environmental governance.
Sir Temple’s assessment was being made at time when the British colonial empire, both
globally and on Nepal’s border in India, maintained a strong dominance over forested spaces and
resources in colonial holdings. As explained above, forest clearing in Nepal is historically linked
to feudal systems of patronage and designs to increase elite wealth by way of taxes collected
from increased agricultural production. This mimics the global trend in colonial forestry to a
degree occurring over the same time period, as discussed in Chapter 2. In the colonial world, it
is often the case that before European arrival forests had been used and maintained by local
populations (Guha 2000, 27). This was not true in all places; as Bryant (1996) states, prior to
British rule Burmese peasants were excluded from forest resources by the monarchical
government that regulated and taxed forest use. Regardless of pre-colonial practices, the rapid
environmental change wrought by European colonial practices prompted the emergence of
scientific forestry that centralized forest control and excluded local populations from resources.
In Nepal before 1950, we see a mix of forest governance types, from local control to royal
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intervention to the more centralized bureaucratic system that emerged under the Ranas. The
story in Nepal is similar to this global tale, but rather than the forests being plundered for the
benefit of far away colonial powers, forest spaces came to represent patronage, power, and
privilege for a combination of local and central elites.

Restructuring Governance: 1951-1975
Forest spaces in Nepal are home to complex histories of exploitation, transformation, and
local use – and continued to be so after the overthrow of the Rana oligarchy in 1951. The Ranas
were deposed through the combined efforts of the underground Nepali Congress political party,
King Tribhuvan, and intervention by India. Despite the return of royal power and a brief
experiment with democracy in the 1950s, the Rana family continued to occupy positions of
power and remained prominent economic and socio-political actors in the post-Rana era (Brown
1996). Nepal's initial foray into democracy ended on 15 December 1960 when King Mahendra
dismissed the elected government, arrested Prime Minister BP Koirala and his cabinet, and threw
out the constitution, declaring that democracy was a foreign import and had done nothing for
Nepal. In its place, King Mahendra established the partyless Panchayat system in 1962 that
“was, allegedly, based on concepts and procedures that were rooted in Nepal’s own history and
were appropriate to the country’s level of development” (ibid, 41).5
The new Panchayat system was structured on indirect elections and King appointees with
the intent to “encourage harmony and development by harnessing the untapped energy of the
Nepali people” while giving Nepal an independent political identity (ibid, 41-42). In practice,
power emanated from the King, appointed bureaucratic elites created policy, and the indirectly

5

For a complete and thorough accounting of Nepal’s political history up through the mid-1990s, see Brown 1996.
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elected Rashtriya Panchayat (National Assembly) endorsed palace decisions.6 The Panchayat
system effectively reinforced the traditional power structure in villages thus gaining the solid
support of rural elites. The support of the middle class was maintained by providing jobs in the
expanding bureaucracy (including forestry service), a crucial process due to a meager job market
for the educated.
During the Rana period, forests were privatized under systems such as birta that gave
forestland to Ranas and their loyal followers for personal gain. Thus, the pre-1950 period was
one of privatization. With the end of Rana rule in 1951, the new government sought to rectify
these past practices. The birta system was abolished in word in 1951 with the fall of the Ranas,
but it was not until the Birta Abolition Act of 1959 that the system was effectively dismantled
(Regmi 1978, 27). The government issued the First National Plan in 1956, the purpose of which
was to chart the government’s development plans for a five-year period.7

This document

recognizes the historic roots of Nepal’s feudal system stating that the birta system “originated in
governmental largesse for meritorious service” and promises reform even though “the problems
posed by this carry-over from a previous era are somewhat complex” (NPC 1956).
A chapter of the First National Plan is devoted to forestry wherein we learn that forests
are the “most promising base for a rapid strengthening of the national economy,” that Nepal
lacks a unified forest law and corresponding bureaucracy “dedicated to the wise use of forest
resources in the national interest,” and that a newly developed forest service’s first task is to
“prepare an inventory of the country’s forest resources” (NPC 1956, Chapter 10). All of this is
to be done while considering the needs of forest-dependent households, although how this is to

6

For a discussion of the origins, practice, and limitations of the Panchayat system see Narayan Khadka 1986.
Beginning in 1956, the Nepalese government has issued National Plans to direct development activities. The plans
are typically five years, but due to various circumstances may be shorter. For example, the Second Plan was only
three years covering 1962-1965.
7
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occur is not clearly explained. Following the release of the First National Plan was the 1957
Private Forest Nationalization Act that sought to weaken Ranas’ control over forestlands for
private profit. This Act marks the beginning of a coordinated national forest policy and a period
of nationalization of forest resources that continued through the 1970s. Previously, forest affairs
were localized matters, not objects of homogenized national laws – a practice that was routinely
criticized by foreign (European) forest advisors during the 1940s and 1950s (Graner 1997, 41).
The 1957 Private Forest Nationalization Act coupled with the eradication of malaria
through extensive DDT spraying in the Tarai in the 1950s, the planned relocation of tens of
thousands from the hills to the Tarai, and associated forest clearing for towns and farms resulted
in the decimation of Tarai forests. Thus, while the First National Plan acknowledged the wealth
of Nepal’s forests for the nation, and stated that changes in forest management must abide by
“sound forest management principles that will result in sustained yield capacity of the forest –
not in destructive cutting, site deterioration, erosion, floods, and the depletion of wild life and
recreational values” (NPC 1956, Chapter 10), this was not the case in practice. According to the
United States Aid for International Development (USAID), the population in Chitwan alone rose
from 36,000 in 1950 to 100,000 in 1960. The increase in migration led to the clearing of forests
for agricultural land and “by the early 1960s nearly two-thirds of Chitwan’s forests had been
lost” (Gurung 1983, 4). These changes propelled the Tarai region into the role of “Nepal’s grain
basket, producing sufficient surplus to cover the increasing food deficits in hill and mountain
districts” (Gill 1996, 3).
As Nepal entered the new Panchayat era, forests continued to be a government priority.
In line with the Second National Plan (1962-65), forest lines were demarcated, forest trails were
built, fire lines were constructed to diminish the risk of forest fires, and wildlife refuge areas
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were designated. Training programs were implemented to train forest rangers and foresters.
During the Second National Plan timeframe, the government reported 112 forest rangers and 214
foresters trained. Surveys were conducted to “determine the forest wealth of the country and to
create a sound base for forest exploitation” (NPC 1965, Chapter 11). The nationalization of
forests resulted in the application of technologies of government such as surveys, mapping, and
training experts to control forest spaces and harness forests’ potential for national economic
development.
The Forest Act of 1961 replaced the Private Forest Nationalization Act of 1957 and
remained the effective forest legislation until the 1990s. The Forest Act of 1961 clearly placed
priority on protecting forests as part of national wealth rather than as part of local livelihoods.
As such, access by local users was curtailed and criminalized as it was an obstacle to centralized
scientific forest management. The Act classified specific offenses ranging from taking any forest
product to setting forest fires, each with its own associated fines and/or imprisonment. Enforcing
this Act required demarcation of forest boundaries, which become a key objective in National
Plans. Destroying forest markers was a criminal offense punishable by up to 1000 NPR fine and
two years imprisonment. However, this same Act provided guidelines for some forests to be
turned over to local communities for public use, to be governed by the local panchayat
(community government) with ownership residing with the state, which could revoke those
rights at any time (Graner 1997).
The Forest Protection (Special Arrangement) Act of 1967 further restricted forest access
and imposed harsher consequences for offenders. Local people were encouraged to turn in
offenders with the promise of being rewarded a percentage of the proceeds from the government
sale of the stolen forest products. Government officials were permitted to shoot offenders, or
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those perceived as offenders, if the official believed their own life to be in danger. The intent
was to combat organized armed groups smuggling valuable timber in the Tarai, but instead it
came to symbolize the repressive power of the state. The Act was amended in 1970 to state that
offenders could only be shot below the knee, but this did not improve the Act’s public image
(ibid, 44).
The Third National Plan (1965-1970) sought to continue with the work begun under the
Second Plan – more surveys, more mapping, more fire protection, more forest road and trail
construction, and continued work on establishing wildlife refuges. The plan also included tree
planting for the purpose of reclaiming degraded forestlands, for preventing soil erosion, and for
creating trial plots for study. The need for more scientific study of Nepal’s forests, including
training more experts, and creating forest extension is included. To justify the forest extension
run by government trained experts, the National Planning Commission wrote,
Many village people of Nepal earn living from the use of neighboring forest areas.
To avoid forest depletion, to stimulate village interest protection, and to educate
the people on modern tree plantations, a forestry extension programme will be
undertaken during the Plan. The requirement of more trained technicians is being
felt for the protection, exploitation and development of forest resources (NPC
1965, Chapter 11).
In this passage, the government recognizes local communities’ dependence on forest resources
for livelihoods. However, it is also assumed that all such relationships lead to forest degradation.
The implication is that such degradation is a result of ignorance and only scientifically trained
experts can intervene to protect and develop forest resources. Technologies of government are
seen as the solution to forest degradation, and only after education by experts will local
communities value protecting local forests.
Botany, as distinct from “forests,” also has a dominant place throughout these National
Plans. Identifying and commercializing medicinal herbs found in Nepal, such as those found in
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forests, was believed to be a cornerstone to developing a competitive pharmaceutical industry in
Nepal. This objective also required the application of technologies of government, specifically
botanical surveys followed by scientific analysis and experimentation (For examples see NPC
1965 Chapter 11 and NPC 1970 Chapter 9). Thus, surveying forest resources across the country
was not only about cataloguing trees, but was part of a plan to position Nepal as an international
medicinal provider.
Despite the written intentions laid out in National Plans, what was projected did not
always occur. With the publication of the Fourth National Plan (1970-1975), the National
Planning Commission identified problems that hindered reaching previous Plans’ goals. These
included illegal migration into forests, lack of coordination between different government
ministries, uncontrolled entry into forests resulting in overcutting, ineffectiveness of forest
demarcation, and the sporadic geographical spread of forest programs (NPC 1970, Chapter 9).
Despite these problems, the Fourth National Plan again emphasizes that scientific management is
needed to increase revenue, meet local demands, conserve soil, and preserve wildlife.

Community Forestry Antecedents 1976-1990
In 1972, King Birendra Bir Bikram Shah succeeded his father as ruling monarch. The
Panchayat continued but under King Birendra’s rule liberalizing measures were gradually
introduced. These changes extended to forest governance. The Fifth National Plan (1975-1980)
continued to emphasize forest protection, and is the first Plan in which biogas appears. During
the Fifth National Plan implementation period, government policies regarding forest governance
began to change. The National Forestry Plan of 1976 outlined a forestry development agenda
that sought to develop forests for local use, firewood production for urban centers, and industrial
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timber plantations (Graner 1997). This Plan was the first official document that recognized the
past mistakes of prior government policy and sought to correct them (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005,
23).

To correct these past mistakes and obtain new objectives, the Plan called for more

community involvement in forest management.
In 1978, the Community Forestry Development Project was launched courtesy of the
Food and Agriculture Organization of the United Nations (FAO) and World Bank funding. The
Community Forestry Development Project aimed to use community efforts for afforestation in
targeted hill districts. This was made possible through the creation of a Community Forestry
Division in the Ministry of Forests and the passage of two new forest laws in 1978. These new
laws mark the beginning of a governmental policy shift towards what we now understand as
community forestry: Panchayat Forest Rules 1978 and Panchayat Protected Forest Rules 1978.
A Panchayat Forest was a designated deforested, waste, or shrub area on government land that
was targeted for afforestation projects. Panchayat Protected Forests were existing government
forests to be protected and managed. The local panchayat had to submit an application to
receive permission to plant trees on the designated government land. They could then reap the
benefits, both material and financial, of forest products with the proceeds being used to conserve
and maintain the forest (Graner 1997, 45-46). Despite these efforts, from 1976 to 1987, only
36,376 hectares were transferred to community management, falling far short of the 1,835,000
hectares target (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005, 24).
The Sixth National Plan (1980-1985) is a clear departure from previous National Plans
and marks a shift in governmental policy towards forest spaces. This plan sought to implement
more community participation in obtaining three main objectives for the forestry sector: to meet
local users’ forest product needs, conservation of natural resources, and obtaining economic
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benefit from forest products (Graner 1997, 45). By the mid-1980s it became evident that the
government was in need of a comprehensive plan for the forest sector. A donors’ meeting in
1984 concluded that a Master Plan should be developed and that a project to develop the Master
Plan would be funded by His Majesty’s Government of Nepal (HMG-N), ADB, and the Finnish
International Development Agency (FINNIDA) (Graner 1997; HMG-N, FINNIDA, and ADB
1988). In 1988, the government released the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector – Nepal, a
document that resulted from years of multilateral cooperative efforts including donor agencies,
consultants, and local officials. The Master Plan for the Forestry Sector charts the future
direction of the forestry sector, outlining priorities and a development framework.

The

document was also intended to serve as reference material for donor agencies looking to support
the forestry sector (HMG-N, FINNIDA, and ADB 1988).
The Master Plan for the Forestry Sector lays out an action plan for long-term
development goals in which community forestry plans a key role.

The objectives of the

community forestry program outlined include meeting users’ forest product needs, sustainable
forest management, users participation in decision making and sharing benefits, and using
community forestry to further economic and social progress. Whereas the 1978 Panchayat
Forest Rules decentralized forest control to local panchayats, the Master Plan for the Forestry
Sector recommended implementing user groups for forest management (Bhattarai and Khanal
2005; HMG-N, FINNIDA, and ADB 1988). Ten years of experience with the Panchayat Forest
Rules found that the panchayat was not an effective scale of governance for forest spaces:
[The panchayat is] too big a unit to develop genuine interest; smaller “user
groups” should be identified and community forests put under their control. A
very important goal is to encourage communities to be increasingly more selfreliant. The challenge of community forestry is indeed to mobilize the vast
manpower and other resources of rural communities for forest development and
management to meet their own needs (HMG-N, FINNIDA, and ADB 1988, 147).
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The recommendation for increased community participation in forest governance came at the
confluence of policy failures to further state goals of development through centralized forest
management and international interest in funding local forest governance initiatives. This was
occurring during a period of government liberalization in the 1980s resulting from a successful
student movement in 1979 that stunned the government and banned political parties resulting in
King Birendra announcing a referendum on the Panchayat system in 1980. The referendum
narrowly passed – 55% voting to keep the Panchayat. But that student movement and the
resulting referendum provided the impetus for political liberalizing measures during the 1980s.
By 1990, people were demanding a complete dismantling of the Panchayat system.

Community Forestry as People’s Rights 1990-Present
The jana andolan of 1990, or “People’s Movement” officially lasted seven weeks, ending
30 years of monarchy rule under the guise of the Panchayat. Banned political parties and student
groups exerted pressure against the government during those 30 years, but the crowning success
was the co-joined planning of a movement that brought tens of thousands of Nepalis into the
street protesting for democracy. The result was the proclamation of a constitutional monarchy
and a turn towards democratic government.8 The Eighth National Plan (1992-1997) issued after
the restoration of democracy offers a scathing critique of previous forest legislation,
Hence, though it was claimed that massive expansion of institutional bases of the
forest sector and tree plantation works was undertaken during this [Panchayat]
period, the present dilapidated situation of the forest vindicates the fact that due
attention was not paid towards forest conservation, promotion and utilization.
Though legal frameworks were constituted for conservation, promotion and
utilization of forest during this period, forest protection could not be undertaken
8

For a comprehensive modern political history of Nepal through the mid-1990s see Brown 1996. For an account of
the 1990 People’s Movement see Ogura 2001 and Raeper and Hoftun 1992. For an account of civil society
involvement in the 1990 People’s Movement, see Adams 1998.
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in an effective manner due to weak and inefficient implementation. The forest
sector became the major source of personal income for the cunning and shrewd
people (NPC 1992, Chapter 1.2).
This passage summarizes forest management under the Panchayat as ineffective both in
protecting forests and in preventing corruption.

With the Eighth National Plan, the new

government sought to foster development and poverty alleviation through privatization and
community action.

It is under these conditions that the rules and regulations governing

community forestry as it operates today were formed in the early years of the new democracy.
While the government began to hand over some forestland to local political bodies from
1978 under the Panchayat Forest Rules, it was the Forest Act 1993 and Forest Regulation 1995
that provided for forestland to be given to users organized into Community Forest User Groups
(Kanel 2004). Forest Act 1993 categorizes forests into six types: national forest, governmentmanaged forest, protected forest, leasehold forest, religious forest, private forest, and community
forest. Land titles for all forest categories except private forest reside with the government. In
addition, the government may subsume any private land within national forest boundaries
pending compensation (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005, 30). Thus, while management may be in the
hands of a local group, the ownership of the land itself resides with the government.
Under the Forest Act 1993, CFUGs have the right to “develop, conserve, use, and
manage the forest, and sell and distribute Forest Products independently by fixing their prices
according to Work Plan” (Forest Act 1993, Chapter 5 Section 25). Community forestry is
intended to meet local needs, further social and economic development, and enhance
conservation. CFUGs are governing bodies that are separate from other local institutions, which
means the geographically demarcated “community” of community forestry can be defined by the
users and may overlap political boundary lines (Bhattarai and Khanal 2005).
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The Forest Regulation 1995 outlines additional guidelines and rules to govern the
establishment and functioning of community forestry. The decision to transfer a forest to a
community group resides with the District Forest Officer. Groups must develop a Work Plan
and Rules that will guide their activities, with the District Forest Office providing technical
assistance in developing these plans. However, given that land title for forests turned over to
community management resides with the state, the CFUG can lose their forest management
rights if they do not act according to their Work Plans, if their actions have an adverse effect on
the environment, or if they in any way break the laws governing forests.

In such cases,

management can revert back to the state (Forest Act 1993, Chapter 5; Forest Regulation 1995,
Chapter 4).
Thus, while community forestry has proven popular in Nepal and is heralded as a
people’s triumph for local resource access and control, it is at the discretion of the state.
Community forestry is a way to reverse the historically marginalizing practices of state centered
resource control and give communities access to and benefits from local resources – but only
with state sanctioned permission. The central government devolves control to communities, but
the government apparatus maintains the institution of community forestry through regulations
and designating which areas qualify for community forests. Furthermore, while CFUGs operate
in conjunction with state regulations, community forestry was “largely promoted by international
development organizations” (Nightingale 2003, 527), a history that was outlined above.
With the uncertainty wrought by continued debates over the content of the new post-war
constitution, forest users find themselves continuing to exert productive and non-sovereign
power to ensure that rights to natural resources are not scaled back. In April 2010, FECOFUN
organized a series of “Forest Caravan” rallies across the country, which then descended on
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Kathmandu for a national rally, demanding forest rights be guaranteed in the new constitution
(see Figure 4.1). Dozens of buses carried forest users and supporters to a regional rally in
Biratnagar, including users from all five of the Jhapa CFUGs in this study (see Figure 4.2). The
caravan continued on, from regions around the country, and descended on Kathmandu for a
national rally to demand inclusion of forest user rights in the new constitution. This is a clear
demonstration of the continued use and need for productive and non-sovereign power to ensure
that specific regulations are in place that will protect forest users’ rights.
The success of community forestry in Nepal has been defined by its outcomes of
improved forest conditions, community income generation, and promotion of social mobilization
and localized governance (Kanel 2004). The published proceedings of the Fourth National
Workshop on Community Forestry held in August 2004 in Kathmandu provides a
comprehensive assessment and collection of research on Nepalese community forestry with
themes including sustainable forest management, livelihood, and governance (Kanel et al 2004).
Community forestry has been shown to promote participation of women, the poor, and
marginalized castes (Timsina 2003). CFUGs in Nepal lead conservation programs, improve
quality of life, secure livelihoods, conduct village development activities, and seek to provide
equal access to resources, all with varying degrees of success (Kanel et al 2004). CFUGs
commonly engage in various village development activities. Such activities may happen in
partnership with national and international organizations for specific programs and goals, while
others are self-funded using profits from forest resources, tourism, and other innovative money
making schemes to operate their own programs and village development. In short, community
forestry in Nepal “has become a school to practice democracy, gender balance, equity, social
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justice, respect for diversity, good governance, as well as sustainable resource management”
(Shrestha 2001, 62).

Figure 4.1 “Community Forest Campaign for Inclusion and Good Governance. Include
people’s rights in natural resources and community rights in the new constitution.” Poster
sponsored by FECOFUN. Photograph by author.

Figure 4.2 Forest users arriving at Biratnagar Forest Caravan Rally. Photograph by author.
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Despite successes, it is common for studies of community forestry to be tempered with a
range of challenges and shortcomings. Some CFUGs have reinforced existing power structures
and inequities (Timsina 2003; Dev, Baginski, and Karn 2004; Nightingale 2005). CFUGs that
reinforce the power of existing elites may encourage inclusive participation, but in practice the
traditional elite dominate public meetings (Timsina 2003). Political struggles also exist between
the national government and decentralizing control to local users’ groups (Shrestha 2001).
Community based forest management has differing outcomes. In a study of 18 hill villages,
Varughese (2000) found that some forest conditions improved, some remained stable, and others
deteriorated. One of the factors in a village with deteriorating forest conditions was the inability
of users to agree on a forest use policy across political party lines. This highlights the problem
posed by an uncontested notion of “community” identified as people living within a specific
bounded geographic region; communities are not homogenous and there are extenuating factors,
such as politics, which may hamper the ability of a “community” to manage a local resource.
The community forest experience in Nepal is not monolithic. Where one group may
succeed in empowering marginalized minorities, another may use the platform of community
forestry to reinforce existing inequalities. Forests are a highly contentious space in Nepal, and
symbolic of power. With local livelihoods dependent upon forest products and environmental
services, controlling forest governance is a struggle for power. Any broad generalization to
describe the community forest experience is unable to do justice to the diversity of lived
experience in the multitude of CFUGs in Nepal. Despite problems and shortcomings, the
experience of community forestry in Nepal is one in which many Nepalis find pride. It is this
success that synergistic programs, such as biogas, build upon when community forestry is used
as a platform to promote other programs, actions, and rights.
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Figure 4.3 Timeline for Formative Political Events, Forest Legislation, and Biogas Development in Nepal

1951 – Rana Oligarchy ends, King
Tribhuvan transitions to democracy
1959 – Birta Abolition Act
1960 – King Mahendra dismissed
elected government
1962 – Creation of
Panchayat government

1972 – King Birendra Bir Bikram Shah
ascends to throne
1979 – Student protests lead to
referendum
1980 – National referendum on
Panchayat

1957 – Private Forest Nationalization Act
1961 – Forest Act
1967 – Forest Protection (Special
Arrangement) Act

1976 – National Forestry Plan
1978 – Panchayat Forest and
Panchayat Protected Forest Rules
1978 – Community Forestry
Development Project
1978 – Ministry of Forests
creates Community Forestry
Division

1955 – Father Saubolle’s experimental
biogas sysem in Godavari
1963 – UMN opens Butwal Technical
Institute including biogas research
and training
1968 – KVIC biogas system
demonstrated in Kathmandu

1974-75 – Gobar Gas Development
Committee national report on biogas;
builds demonstration biogas system
1975-76 – Agricultural
Development Year begins biogas
promotion
1977 – Biogas company GGC
launched by ADB, TCN, and
UMN

1950-1970

1970-1980

1980s – Government begins limited
political liberalization of Panchayat
1990 – People’s Movement
topples Panchayat in favor of
democracy and new constitution
promulgated
1996 – Maoists launch a
People’s War in reaction to
continued entrenched social
inequality.

1988 – Master Plan for the Forestry
Sector released
1993 – Forest Act
1995 – Forest
Regulation

1980s – Experiments in community biogas
for machinery fuel and electricity
1990 – GGC build biogas plant at
Narayanhiti Palace
1992 – BSP launched with support
from SNV/N
1996 – AEPC created.
1997 – AEPC and KfW join
SNV/N to jointly fund BSP

1980-2000
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Biogas: Road to Independent Renewable Energy
Biogas is the result of gases released during the decomposition of organic matter by
methanogenic bacteria. In Nepal, biogas is primarily sourced from cattle manure and human
excreta in an underground anaerobic digester. Other organic waste, such as potato peelings or
kitchen waste, can also be added to enhance the biogas production. Biogas burns cleanly; it is
smokeless and non-toxic.

In Nepal, the use of biogas for cooking commonly reduces

dependence on firewood for cooking and may also displace kerosene or cylinder gas cooking
systems. By reducing reliance on firewood for cooking, biogas contributes to forest conservation
efforts, reduces household manual labor associated with firewood collection, and improves
household health and cleanliness by reducing indoor air pollution.
Nepal is an agrarian based society with about 75% of the population depending on
agriculture for livelihoods. Agriculture in Nepal is also highly dependent upon forest spaces, and
not simply for lumber needed to construct farming implements, barns, and houses. Forests
produce fodder that is collected and carried home on hundreds of thousands of backs daily to
waiting hungry livestock. Farmers, and rural inhabitants more generally, depend upon firewood
collected from forests to cook meals, make raksi, and prepare khole for cattle. Thus, a clean
renewable energy technology powered by cattle and human excreta that reduces dependence on
firewood, improves human and environmental health, reduces wood-gathering workloads, and
produces a nitrogen-rich fertilizer slurry by-product would seem to be a highly desirable
commodity among farmers.
Today, community forestry and biogas are two clearly inter-connected endeavors.
CFUGs are expected to fulfill users’ forest needs in an equitable manner and work towards
poverty alleviation through sustainable management of forest resources to combat the negative
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social and environmental effects of deforestation. Biogas can reduce pressure on forest resources
for firewood, thus aiding forest conservation efforts, while improving quality of life and
livelihoods through reducing indoor air pollution, easing burdens of daily tasks, and creating a
fertilizer slurry by-product rich in nitrogen. Thus, it would be logical to promote biogas through
CFUGs in order to further the objectives of community forestry. However, this was not the case
when biogas and community forestry were first introduced as government programs. The history
of biogas in Nepal ran largely parallel to community forestry efforts until the 1990s, and similar
to community forestry was highly dependent upon international donors and organizations.

Early Biogas Development 1955-1977
While over 250,000 household biogas systems dot the countryside today, biogas was
slow in becoming a popular energy system. The first documented biogas system in Nepal was
built in 1955 by the late Reverend B. R. Saubolle, a Jesuit priest, at St. Xavier’s School located
in Godavari just 20 kilometers southeast of Kathmandu. Of his experience, Father Saubolle
recalled,
I experimented and succeeded in producing cow dung gas in a coffee can, just
sufficient to light a flame for five seconds. It was enough to satisfy me. I have
grasped the principle. I constructed a small experimental system outside my
window. It gave me two hours’ work a day. People came to see it in one’s and
two’s and tens and busloads. They asked me questions, took notes and went
home and forgot about it (NBPG 2007).
Father Saubolle’s 200-liter iron drum micro biogas system was a curiosity, but resulted in little
replicable action. In 1968, a 250 ft3 (approximately 7 m3) biogas system was constructed and
demonstrated at an exhibition in Kathmandu by Khadi and Village Industries Commission
(KVIC), an Indian government entity commissioned to implement and monitor programs that
promote employment, commodities, and self-reliance. After the demonstration, the plant was
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dismantled and the parts given to Nepal’s Department of Cottage Industry. An Energy Research
and Development Group under Tribhuvan University was formed in 1974-75 with the objective
of researching and promoting alternative energy. The group formed a Gobar Gas Development
Committee, conducted a national energy scenario focusing on biogas, and constructed a 200 ft3
(approximately 5.7 m3) demonstration plant, using parts left behind by KVIC in 1968 (NBPG
2007; AFC Limited 1980).
Interest in alternative energy, including biogas, gained momentum in the wake of the
1970s oil crisis. Nepal lacks domestic fossil fuel resources. Cooking fuels such as kerosene and
liquefied petroleum gas need to be imported, as do petroleum-based fertilizers.

Imported

chemical fertilizers required trucks run on diesel to deliver. With the oil crisis and rising costs of
diesel, the costs of chemical fertilizers increased as well. Nepal’s economy was dependent on
agricultural exports and had become dependent on modernized agricultural methods, which
necessitated expensive fossil fuel based inputs with their oil crisis-induced rising costs. As a
result, the government made a policy decision “to develop local manurial resources through
adoption of biogas technology which would serve twin objectives of making the country selfsufficient in its fuel and fertilizer requirement with simultaneous check on deforestation and
burning of cattle dung” (AFC Limited 1980, 1-2). By burning cattle dung as a direct energy
source, with an estimated 25% of all dung being burned at that time, less manure is available to
compost and apply as a fertilizer – again increasing the need for expensive imported chemical
fertilizers.
Curbing deforestation and its negative impacts of ecosystem disruption and soil erosion
were additional benefits of promoting biogas as a renewable energy in rural areas. However, it
was the shift in Nepal’s agrarian based economy from subsistence to export with an
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accompanying dependence on imported artificial inputs that led to the government pursuing
biogas in the wake of the oil crisis. Mr. Shree Krishna Upadhyay, who was the Chairman of
ADB-N from 1978-1988 and played a key role in ADB-N’s promotion of biogas, explains that
the decision to promote biogas as a government program stemmed from initiatives to improve
farming technology in Nepal. Although there was a recognition that biogas could improve
human and environmental health, the lure of biogas at that time was the nitrogen rich slurry it
produced. If large land holding farmers adopted this technology, it could reduce the country’s
dependence on expensive imported artificial fertilizers (Personal Interview, October 2010). The
oil crisis prompted a coordinated government policy on biogas, with a focus on manure
conservation for fertilizer and the possibility of providing a fuel for both household cooking and
lighting as well as agricultural equipment needs.
The Fifth National Plan (1975-1980) sought to foster development through more selfreliance rather than reliance on imports which were volatile in both cost and availability.
A host of problems in the supply of development materials from outside has made
it necessary to make fuller use of local material resources, both traditional as well
as modern ones. The inherent problems of importing materials clearly illustrate
that the optimum utilization of local human and material resources is a solution to
this problem particularly in the context of hilly and mountainous regions. Such an
approach of self-reliance for development could curtail import by the promotion
of local resources and thus conserve scarce foreign exchange, create favourable
climate for private sector investment, generate employment opportunity and lead
to multiplier effect of development. This concept of greater reliance on local
resources and grass-root organizations for development was considered a
layman's approach until recently, but its importance is being realized increasingly.
There is now need for seriously investigating the scope for utilization of
conventional as well as non conventional resources such as water-mill, micropower plants, wind-mill, solar energy, bio-gas and organic manures, geothermal
energy, and the use of traditional lime mortar, bamboo and straw in construction.
In order to support this creative approach, appropriate programmes have been
formulated in the Fifth Plan (NPC 1975).
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As mentioned previously, the Fifth National Plan continued to emphasize forest protection, but it
diverged from previous plans in its economic development focus. In earlier plans, the core focus
for development was placed on Transportation and Communication. In the Fifth National Plan,
the core focus shifted to Agriculture, keeping in line with the shift to indigenous development.
The first year (1975-1976) of the Fifth National Plan was designated as an “Agricultural
Development Year.”
Spurred by the oil crisis and the recognition that biogas could be a valuable farming
technology, biogas was included in the Fifth National Plan and promoted as part of the
Agricultural Development Year with a core objective being to stimulate the rural economy
through biogas adoption (AFC Limited 1980, 2). Under the program, credit was extended to
farmers for supplies and equipment to improve their farming and output – including for biogas
construction. The loans were interest free and available to individuals who built biogas. A total
of 199 plants were built in this first initiative, falling short of the 250 plant target set by the
Ministry of Agriculture (NBPG 2007). Those plants were built primarily among a wealthy land
owning class largely in the Tarai region. This trend continued until the early 1990s, in part
because such individuals had the financial resources and ability to assume the risk involved in
adopting a new technology (van Nes and Lam 1997).
The year following the initial launch of biogas promotion during the Agricultural
Development Year saw the creation of a national biogas company to research, promote, and
construct biogas plants.

In 1977, Gobar Gas Tatha Agricultural Equipment Development

Company (GGC) was launched as a joint venture between ADB-N, Nepal Fuel Corporation
(later named Timber Corporation of Nepal, TCN), and United Mission to Nepal (UMN). The
first two are government entities while UMN is an INGO.

UMN is an international
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interdenominational Christian mission formed in 1954 that works exclusively in Nepal on
poverty alleviation and capacity building. UMN does not own projects or institutions, but rather
assists in training and capacity building for government and local organizations. In 1963, UMN
opened the Butwal Technical Institute, which was also the site of biogas research and training.
As UMN demonstrates, from the beginning biogas promotion in Nepal benefitted from
international support.
The role of ADB-N within GGC was more than a simple financier. The chairperson of
GGC was routinely selected from the management of the ADB-N. ADB-N was not simply a
bank, as its involvement with GGC demonstrates. As claimed during interviews, from its
establishment in 1968 through the 1980s, those working at the ADB-N took very seriously the
“development” directive in the title Agricultural Development Bank. Those working within
ADB-N were charged with both financing and implementing various development projects,
including biogas. Throughout the 1980s, GGC promoted and built biogas as the sole biogas
company in Nepal.

Biogas in the 1980s: Expanding Access through Community Plants
In the early years of biogas promotion in Nepal, a floating steel drum model was the
standard for household biogas plants. The steel drum was costly and could only be constructed
where it could be easily transported. The design precluded small farmers with limited incomes
and farmers living in areas to which a steel drum could not be easily transported. Thus, the early
years of biogas construction in Nepal saw biogas built among wealthier landowners who could
absorb the risk of trying a new technology. Given the shortcomings of such a design, throughout
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the 1980s GGC experimented with different biogas designs until settling on the fixed-dome
construction currently in use today.
The benefit of biogas for a broader constituency was evident and as such, GGC worked in
conjunction with INGOs to build community biogas plants as communal energy sources in rural
areas with high poverty. These internationally funded community level projects received support
from organizations including UMN, USAID, the United Nations Children’s Fund (UNICEF),
and the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) under the Small Farmer Development
Programme operated through ADB-N (Silwal 1999). Building community biogas plants could
bring the benefits of biogas to poorer populations who could not afford individual household
plants. GGC experimented with various forms of community biogas plants with the biogas being
used for a variety of end purposes including powering agricultural equipment, dual-fuel engines,
irrigation pumps, and grain mills (see Figures 4.4 and 4.5). In addition to being used for locally
generated farm machinery fuel, community biogas was also used for rural electrification (see
Figures 4.6 and 4.7). Such community projects typically operated for only a few years before
falling into disrepair.

Figure 4.4 (at left) A water pumping set run with biogas. The photograph dates to the early
1980s. Photograph from GGC archives, courtesy of Mr. Surya Hada.
Figure 4.5 (at right) A biogas powered grain mill with a duel fuel motor. The photograph dates
to the early 1980s. Photograph from GGC archives, courtesy of Mr. Surya Hada
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Figure 4.6 (left) Biogas and rural electrification. This is a village scale biogas digester used in a
rural electrification project dating to the early 1980s. Photograph from GGC archives, courtesy
of Mr. Surya Hada.
Figure 4.7 (right) Biogas and rural electrification. Photo shows electric power lines distributing
electricity from the communal biogas digester. The project lasted only a few years before falling
into disrepair. Photograph from GGC archives, courtesy of Mr. Surya Hada.
By the end of the 1980s, the rate of biogas plant construction was beginning to pick up.
The household biogas plant design had changed from the floating steel drum to a fixed dome
construction, which proved to be more economical and durable. The Seventh National Plan
(1985-1990) outlined strategies for alternative energies, including a planned target of 4,000 new
biogas plants. The Plan highlighted the known and expected benefits of biogas, explaining that:
Gas from these bio-gas plants can be used for cooking purposes, for lighting
purposes, for operating small mills for processing agricultural products and for
electrification. Another important and very useful product for these plants is the
high quality organic manure. Bio-gas plants can be expected to contribute
positively in the improvement of the environment in addition to other pleasant
changes in domestic life by providing clean, easy and smokeless sources of
energy (NPC 1985, Chapter 38b).
It is important to note that fueling economic activities such as operating grain mills is included in
the beneficial uses of biogas. Biogas was not only a way to improve quality of domestic life, but
was a strategy for rural economic development that promoted independence from imported fuels.
By the early 1990s, the promoted benefits of biogas had narrowed to cooking and lighting, and
by the 2000s, the focus had narrowed further to primarily cooking.
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The Seventh National Plan included a subsidy program to offset costs, but subsidies were
only available in the last two years. Mr. Gyanendra Koirala, who was appointed as GGC
General Manager from 1986-1990, recalls, “People were saying, this is a Herculean task, oh,
very ambitious plan, 4000 unit of biogas installation in 5 years time, means 800 per annum. This
is a very ambitious plan; nobody can do that. I said, this is nothing sir. This is so easy. You can
achieve this within 1 year. And there is still two and a half years remaining. I will complete this
thing, be sure” (Interview March 22, 2010). With 3,862 plants built during that period, the plan
target was nearly reached. One restricting factor was the lack of subsidy until the final two years
of the plan period. In order for household biogas to be widely adopted, both domestic and
international advisors focused on the need for a consistent and reliable subsidy (Interview March
22, 2010; Silwal 1999).
Even Narayanhiti Palace in the heart of Kathmandu was home to a biogas plant. GGC
built a 50 m3 biogas unit at Narayanhiti Palace at the direction of King Birendra in 1990 to
manage manure at the royal milking parlor and provide cooking gas for the workers tending
cattle (see Figure 4.8 and 4.9). This plant was reportedly built after the King made a tour of the
countryside where a farmer demonstrated his biogas plant with the fixed dome design (the King
reportedly had previous experience with the KVIC design and was not impressed as it has a
shorter life span and is prone to break downs) (Interview March 22, 2010). The Narayanhiti
Palace plant remained in operation until late 2009 when workers stopped using it because it was
easier to cook with a combination of cylinder gas and firewood from fallen trees on compound
grounds (Palace Museum staff Interview April 27, 2010).
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Figure 4.8 (above).
King Birendra attends ADB-N expo on
appropriate small farmer technologies, including
a display on biogas, in the early 1980s.
Photograph from GGC archives, courtesy of Mr.
Surya Hada.
Figure 4.9 (right).
The remains of the
Narayanhiti Palace biogas digester by the cattle
grounds. Built in 1990 and reportedly in
operation until late 2009. Photograph by author.

Parallel Programs: Community Forestry and Biogas in the 1980s
During the 1980s, the newly developing community forestry and biogas programs were
largely separate in their planning and implementation. There are a few points of overlap, such as
an ADB “funded forestry project [that] also incorporated a component to provision subsidy for
about 5,000 plants” (Silwal 1999, 2). When the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector was
released in 1988, attention was given to the energy sector and its relationship to forests. At the
time, it was estimated that 94% of total energy needs were met through biomass including
firewood, agricultural residue, and dung. The report concluded that, “There are no visible
substitutes for fuelwood in Nepal. … Alternative energy sources are badly needed.

The

combined impact of energy saving stoves and biogas systems can probably not reduce fuelwood
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needs by more than fifteen percent during the (25 year) period of the master plan” (HMG-N,
ADB, and FINNIDA 1988, 21).
The document goes on to explain the main program components to be included in
community and private forestry development initiatives, with energy occupying a central role.
Reducing demand for fuelwood by promoting the use of fuel-efficient stoves is
well within the scope of community and private forestry. There are other
strategies for reducing demand for forest products, such as developing fuelwood
substitutes like biogas and electricity, and reducing and controlling livestock
numbers. These are outside the scope of community and private forestry,
although the forestry sector will take every opportunity to collaborate with other
sectors in promoting these strategies (HMG-N, ADB, and FINNIDA 1988, 148).
In this passage, it is clear that biogas can impact the forestry sector, but that the promotion and
adoption of biogas was a task for other agencies, not community forest groups. Biogas and
community forestry were conceived of as separate but complementary programs. By the late
1990s, this began to change.
By 1991, GGC had built 6,615 biogas plants, largely among wealthier farmers with the
average biogas plant size being 12.86 m3. An estimated 2.3 million households owned cattle,
with a projected 1.5 million of those households having technical potential for biogas
construction (van Nes and Lam 1997). However, the average size of the untapped potential for
biogas plants was estimated at 6 to 8 m3, much smaller than the then average of almost 13 m3.
With such vast potential, a coordinated and well funded biogas program could have the potential
to positively impact quality of life for poorer farmers through renewable energy while also
helping to conserve forest resources. This became the focus of biogas efforts from 1992 onwards
with the introduction of BSP funded by the Netherlands.
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Biogas as Market Choice, 1992-Present
The promotion and adoption of biogas technology accelerated with Dutch assistance from
SNV/N and the creation of BSP in 1992. BSP has served as the primary NGO creating,
monitoring, and refining the biogas sector. In March 1997, the Government of Nepal’s AEPC
and Germany’s KfW joined with SNV/N to jointly fund BSP. Until 2003, BSP was managed
directly by SNV/N, after which BSP-Nepal converted to a national NGO to prepare for taking
over complete management and operation from SNV/N as the donor prepared to withdraw
financial support.
BSP was created to develop a private-public partnership that would foster a new biogas
sector based on a free market approach to disseminating household biogas technology in rural
areas. In so doing, BSP aims to address poverty, social inclusion, improved livelihoods and
regional inequalities while enhancing environmental protection (BSP 2009). Since its formation,
BSP has overseen the construction of more than 250,000 biogas plants in Nepal. The work of
BSP has served to accelerate the adoption and construction of quality biogas plants, providing a
marked improvement in quality of life for hundreds of thousands of rural households.
Three long-term goals were articulated when BSP was initially established: to reduce
deforestation and environmental degradation through biogas adoption, to improve health and
sanitation in rural areas, and to increase agricultural production through fertilizer slurry byproduct (van Nes and Lam 1997). The initial work of BSP was not only to ensure biogas
construction, but to promote biogas as an attractive energy option to smaller farmers and farmers
in the hills – populations that had not been systemically targeted in the 1970s and 1980s.
Tapping into the 1.5 million estimated households for biogas construction also required a
substantial restructuring of the biogas sector from a single government-sponsored company
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(GGC) to the creation of a private market sector, a transition also spear-headed by BSP in its
early years.
BSP was launched the same year the Eighth National Plan (1992-1997) was released.9
The Eighth National Plan deviates from previous plans in clearly rejecting the idea of a
centralized controlled economy in favor of more private sector growth and community
participation. The Plan clearly states the new government’s objective to transform from the
controlled economy of the Panchayat to “an open, liberal, transparent and competitive market
oriented economy” by expanding the “participation of [the] private sector in economic activities
[through] new monetary, fiscal, industrial and commercial sectors” (NPC 1992). The plan seeks
to achieve sustainable economic growth, through “the involvement of private sector and
increased people’s participation at the community level” (NPC 1992, Chapter 2.2).

Such

statements are an indication that the new government embraced neo-liberal logic of development
through liberation of the markets and individual choice. Along with this, biogas now entered an
era of being promoted as a method of development through free market choice, as evident in the
BSP and SNV/N report on the first five years of the BSP initiative in Nepal, Final Report on the
Biogas Support Programme Phase I and II: Development through the Market.
Biogas became firmly entrenched as a method to conserve forest resources, enhance
development, and improve quality of life through the development of a private biogas sector.
The Eighth National Plan predicted that, “If elementary machinery like water mill, diesel engine
and bio-gas plants could be developed in the rural areas, it will contribute immensely to the
development of food processing industries and cottage industries” (NPC 1992, Chapter 2.2).

9

Due to the 1990 People’s Movement and the subsequent restructuring of government, there was a two year gap
between the end of the Seventh National Plan in 1990 and the release of the Eighth National Plan in 1992.
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Biogas is conceived of as part of a larger development and economic agenda.

The Plan also

clearly links biogas to environmental conservation,
With the promotion of bio-gas plants, concrete steps will be taken to extend their
use in order to minimize the destruction of forest for fuelwood. A programme
will be implemented for a massive extension of the installation of bio-gas plants
through the Agriculture Development Bank, other financial institutions, the
private sector and non governmental organisations in co-ordination with forest
and environment conservation programmes to control forest destruction. The
plants will be installed with people's participation at the individual and
community levels (NPC 1992, Chapter 3.3).
Biogas becomes a technology to achieve multiple aims – economic development, quality of life
improvement, environmental conservation. Unlike the Master Plan for the Forestry Sector
(1988) which stated that biogas was related but outside the purview of community forestry, the
Eighth National Plan clearly states that biogas shall be promoted in coordination with forest and
environmental conservation program.
The making of a private biogas sector has seen the creation of over 80 biogas companies,
16 metal working shops to make the needed components and stoves, and the training and
employment of thousands of individuals in the biogas sector from salespersons to masons.
However, raising awareness about biogas and creating the infrastructure to build and service
biogas plants does not solve the issue of small farmers not having access to the funds to benefit
from the technology. To make biogas more attractive, the government has provided a subsidy to
offset the cost of biogas construction consistently since 1991. The subsidy amounts have varied
over time, but the consistent availability of a subsidy has aided in the success of biogas adoption
(BSP 2004; BSP 2009; Silwal 1999; van Nes and Lam 1997). Even with a subsidy, many small
farmers are unable to front the remaining costs and are in need of loans.

As a result,

microfinance institutions needed to be included in biogas promotion programs.

With the
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increasing availability of credit, more households have chosen to build biogas (Bajgain and
Shakya 2005; Winrock International, AEPC, and BSP 2005).
The construction of household biogas plants in Nepal surged in the 1990s, and
construction continues at a remarkable pace today. Nepal now has over 250,000 household
biogas plants, making them a common sight across the countryside. Biogas has proven to be a
popular renewable energy technology in rural Nepal because of direct household benefits.
Biogas provides social benefits in health, education, poverty reduction, and women’s workload
as well as environmental benefits at local, national, and global scales (Mahat 2004; Bajgain and
Shakya 2005). Biogas reduces indoor air pollution thus reducing respiratory illness, conserves
forest resources, reduces CO2 emissions, and reduces women’s drudgery work all by reducing
dependence on firewood as an energy source. It also produces a fertilizer slurry by-product that
can replace (or at least augment) expensive artificial fertilizers, impacting farmers’ bottom line
(Bajgain and Shakya 2005; NBPG 2007; Karki, Shrestha, Bajgain and Sharma 2009).
Despite these benefits, there are questions of access and equity. While grants, subsidies,
and loans are available, families must own livestock, sufficient land for construction, and have
access to capital to build a biogas system (or repay a loan). As a result, farmers of middle and
high socio-economic status have benefited disproportionately. Financial constraints and lack of
collateral among the poor make biogas unattainable for many. Along with the wealth disparity,
Brahmins and Chhetris (the traditional Nepali elite) also benefit disproportionately from biogas,
owning an estimated 67.5% of biogas plants with all other castes representing only 32.5% (Karki
et al 2009).
In an attempt to redress this situation, in January 2009 the government of Nepal expanded
its subsidy policy to include an additional subsidy for Dalit, Janajati, Poor, and Conflict-Victim
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groups in addition to the standard government subsidy that all households receive to build
biogas. Furthermore, those residing in one of the 40 “low penetration districts” receive an
additional subsidy of 700 rupees per plant, while those in remote hard to reach districts receive
an additional 2000 to 4000 rupees depending on location (BSP 2009). These changes are an
attempt to address access and equity issues in biogas adoption. The government subsidy policy
has changed and evolved over the past three decades, and will continue to do so in the future.
Another method to address biogas adoption inequality is to build a smaller household
digester fueled with sewage or other organic waste. In 2009, a new smaller biogas plant design
of 2 m3 was introduced which can operate on toilet and kitchen waste, negating the need to be a
cattle-owning farmer. However, this plant is officially promoted for households with one adult
cattle rather than for toilet and organic waste only. Other methods to increase biogas access
include inventive micro credit schemes and a return to communal plant experiments. Biogas
construction continues at an impressive pace with government and NGO/INGO programs
attempting to correct access disparities through various measures such as additional subsidies,
inventive loan programs, and new biogas plant designs.

Discussion
As this chapter has shown, forest spaces in Nepal are home to a long history of governance
and power struggles. Whether forests were used as a security buffer against British India, as a
reward system for loyal subjects, or a pathway to economic and social development, one aspect
has remained consistent – forestlands have belonged to the government to be managed as the
government permitted. The post-Rana period beginning in 1950 has seen rapid political change
in Nepal, change that has had direct impacts on forest governance and development more
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broadly. The year 1990 saw the culmination of decades of frustration with the autocratic
Panchayat government and a popular uprising that replaced it with a democratic system. The
dismantling of the Panchayat opened up the space needed to implement community forestry as it
is now practiced in Nepal. It also opened up the market to competition allowing new biogas
construction companies to compete with the state owned company GGC, which had a previous
monopoly on the biogas market. The post-1990 era in Nepal has been built on rhetorics of
democracy, community empowerment, and rights to development.
The history of community forestry and biogas since the late 1970s follows a line of
neoliberal thinking.

Scholar David Harvey defines neoliberalism as “a theory of political

economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework characterized by
strong private property rights, free markets, and free trade” (2005, 2). Neoliberal thinking was
ensconced in government policy with the Eighth National Plan as a way to undo three decades of
failed centralized government policies. While the initial foray into community forestry and
biogas were largely parallel programs during the Panchayat years, an underlying neoliberal logic
propelling them is evident. The rise in the late 1970s in the interest of the connections between
people, forests, and governance was occurring when neoliberalism began to be promoted by
powerful countries, mainly the United States and Britain. While community forestry and biogas
were initially promoted as part of centralized government plans, in the 1990s both became tools
of neoliberal development to improve human well-being through free markets and property
rights.
By applying the concept of environmental governmentality to the history of forest spaces
and biogas explored in this chapter, we can begin to unravel the webs of power and knowledge
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production as well as the role that institutions play in these power/knowledges which in turn
impact the subjectivities of those upon whom these forces converge.

Through the use of

community forestry and biogas technology, the government is attempting to achieve a plurality
of aims – poverty alleviation, improved living conditions, economic development, environmental
conservation.

Historically, through technologies of government such as surveying and

demarcating boundaries, Nepal has attempted to border geographical forested space and to order
individuals’ behavior within and around that space. When it became clear that centralized
policies and bureaucracies were not achieving the desired aims, policy shifted to community
forestry as a decentralized management mechanism, to be used to further the central
government’s goals of environmental conservation and socio-economic development. However,
in order for this to happen, individuals and communities needed to become accomplices in
achieving state goals, rather than acting as a negative reactive force as happened during the years
of repressive forest policies that sought to exclude people from forests. Community forestry
provides communities with power, allowing them to manage the local forest resources for
community need and development, as long as they act within state mandated guidelines and
abide by their state approved Work Plans. As is explored in Chapter 5, individuals have
assumed an environmental subjectivity whereby it is a matter of personal and community
importance to protect the forest for the benefit of all, a subjectivity that was fostered by changes
in government policies and actions.
Biogas was originally promoted among wealthy farmers who had the ability to assume
the financial risk posed by a new technology. Biogas was offered to poorer farmers as a
community endeavor to pool sewage or manure resources to produce biogas for a common use
such as electrification or to operate communal farm equipment like grain mills or irrigation
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pumps.

However, by the 1990s, the use of biogas for farm machinery had largely been

abandoned and the discourse changed – biogas is now largely a household affair to be used as a
cooking gas, displacing the need for firewood. This tied in directly with the objectives of the
newly developed community forest user groups – conserve forest resources, improve quality of
life. However, in order for this shift to happen, individuals had to become aware of the benefits
of household biogas – this knowledge had to be produced, disseminated, and accepted. By
shifting the focus of biogas from an economic development tool to a forest conservation and
quality of life improvement tool, there is an assumption that environmental subjectivities can be
created and will behave in a certain way to adopt biogas.
In summary, community forestry and biogas developed along largely parallel tracks until
the 1990s. While there was an acute awareness of the people-energy-environment nexus in
regards to firewood, biogas was a solution for rural development and imported fossil fuel
dependence. Yes, biogas was recognized for its potential impact on environmental conservation,
but this ranked as a lower priority in government documents. In the 1990s, global and national
discourses changed – environmental conservation, forest protection, global warming – as did the
accompanying impetus for community forestry and biogas programs. Central to making these
programs successful is the creation of environmental subjectivities through knowledge
production, technologies of government, and the harnessing of productive and non-sovereign
power to turn individuals into accomplices in achieving a plurality of state aims.

136

CHAPTER 5
“JUST LIKE FINGERNAIL AND FLESH”

“Our Community Forest started the concept of constructing biogas plants around 2055 BS
(1999 CE). The reasons behind this are we made a study at that time; some of the people who
made that study are present here. The study found that the forest is declining day by day
whereas population density is increasing. For instance, I am the guardian of my family and I
have a house. After ten years’ time my family members may set up another 5-6 new houses. The
forest cannot support all this and the forest cannot meet the need of firewood. Seeking a solution
for this problem, we came up with the concept of biogas. We thought that we could make users
aware not to cut down the trees upon entering the forest. Next, the fertilizer slurry that comes
from biogas is better than the raw dung. Moreover, the smoke that comes from using firewood
creates problems to those who work in the kitchen. They could be free from smoke after
distributing biogas.
In this way, on one hand it protected the environment and it gave us better manure on the
other. Furthermore, the family members who work in the kitchen don’t only have better health
but it is also easy to cook food. Biogas is so useful that one can invest time in some other work
too while the food is cooking; one can finish some other work and come back and cook what is
already placed on the stove. While using firewood, on one hand one has to stay by the stove
throughout the cooking process and the smoke also has negative impact in the kitchen. Thus we
decided that biogas is appropriate for reducing the use of firewood and saving plants in the
forest. For this reason, we started biogas program. Even these days our biogas program is
operating.” ~ Jureli CFUG Chairman, during CFUG committee interview May 1, 2010.

* * *

Community forestry is a growing global movement designed to provide community
based groups with resource access, income generation, and greater social equity through
localized forest management. As demonstrated in Chapter 4, with over 14,000 CFUGs the
community forest experience in Nepal is not monolithic. CFUGs in Nepal are charged with
managing forests for communal benefit, sustaining livelihoods, and alleviating poverty, to

137

varying degrees of success. Community forestry can be a success on social, economic, and
environmental measures, or it can languish under entrenched social inequalities and political
strife.

Community forestry has generally proven to be beneficial with successful CFUGs

promoting a wide range of other initiatives, both through their own funds and through
partnerships with NGOs and INGOs. Due to lack of internal funds and/or lack of expertise,
many CFUGs choose to partner with national and international organizations to “bring
programs.” Although this is a reality for most CFUGs, not all CFUGs’ projects depend upon
these external partnerships.

CFUGs with diversified sources of income can independently

conduct needed projects and programs, and not rely solely on partnered projects to address
community needs. The CFUGs in this study have been involved in programs, both internally
funded and through partnered projects, that include clean drinking water, road improvement,
good governance training, job training, animal breeding, toilet building, financial assistance for
health care, building schools, and giving student scholarships. My interest lies with their role in
encouraging biogas adoption in their local communities by acting as intermediaries in promoting
and funding household biogas digesters.
This chapter explores the intersection of community forestry and biogas promotion in
Nepal by building on the stories and experiences of those involved with and impacted by these
initiatives in select Gorkha and Jhapa CFUGs as well as forestry activists and biogas
professionals. While the sources and type of biogas-related aid provided by the nine CFUGs in
this study differ, what remains constant is CFUGs’ belief that biogas can and should be promoted
through their work as part of their forest conservation and livelihood improvement efforts. The
history of community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal dates to the 1970s, yet efforts to
promote biogas as an alternative energy through CFUGs are relatively recent in this history.
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What impact does community forestry have in regards to users’ perceptions, understandings, and
actions in relation to biogas technology and associated discourses?

What environmental

subjectivities are in play, how are they constituted, and to whom are benefits accruing?
Through an analysis of histories, experiences, and promotional materials, this chapter
explores how environmental governmentality can be applied to understanding the empirical case
of community forestry and biogas technology intersection in Nepal. To do this, the chapter is
divided into three parts. The first section situates the intersection of biogas and community
forestry within CFUGs’ history and evolution of an environmental governmentality. The second
section analyzes how biogas is portrayed in promotional materials as part of the knowledge
production process and how this connects to environmental governmentality. The third section
summarizes major themes that emerged from fieldwork and participant interviews regarding the
role of community forestry, the benefits of biogas, and their intersection.

Situating Environmental Governmentality within Local Histories
The nine CFUGs in this study from both Jhapa and Gorkha share similar origin stories.
Forests were government property from which the people were excluded or to which they had
limited rights. During the period of government ownership, the forest conditions deteriorated.
Once communities gained control over the (often degraded) forest spaces, dedicated individuals
helped in raising awareness about the importance of environmental conservation for
environmental services and community development. Through both internally generated and
externally supported projects and programs, the CFUGs have been working towards improving
forest conditions, alleviating poverty, and improving livelihoods.

Biogas is among such

programs, having been introduced into CFUGs through various partnerships, with some CFUGs
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then carrying on biogas financing from their own funds after the partnership with an external
funding source ended. The concept that biogas can be successfully promoted through CFUGs,
and that this falls within the purview of CFUG responsibilities, is dependent in part on an already
existing environmental governmentality. Such an existing environmental governmentality is
based upon a functioning discourse that environmental protection is necessary and that both
individuals’ ideas concerning and action towards the environment have changed to further this
objective.
Given the similarities in origin stories, rather than provide an historical account and
development of an environmental governmentality for each CFUG in the study, this section will
instead build upon respondent experiences and perspectives to create an account of a generalized
historical development and current functioning of environmental governmentality in Jhapa and
Gorka.

Jhapa: Laying Down for Forest Rights
Only 10% of all CFUGs in Nepal are located in the Tarai; the remaining 90% are in the
hill districts (ISRC 2010). Tarai forests were home to valuable hardwood species that were
harvested for profit, export, and home construction. In addition, the eradication of malaria
sparked a forest clearing and homesteading boom in the 1960s. The land on which community
forests are found today largely rose from the scattered, degraded, and isolated remnants of
historic forests. While better quality forests did exist, those remained under government control
(Nagendra 2002). The forests are home to varieties of deer, monkeys, pangolins, leopards, and
many bird species including parrots. Local residents say that as forests have improved from their
previously degraded state, elephants have also returned, migrating through the area from India to
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the east.

All of these community forests are also home to jaDibuTi, or medicinal herbs.

However, from farmers to CFUG committee members, people lamented that while they knew
jaDibuTi were in their forests, they could not identify all of them and their uses; that knowledge
was being lost.
Migration has had a substantial impact on Jhapa’s forests, as the two accounts below
demonstrate. In Junkiri CFUG, my local guide Kirti introduced me to her neighbors Sarala,
Sarita, and Sabitri, members of a Brahmin family who had relocated from Ilam a generation ago.
We sat in the hallway of their cement house on muddah to enjoy the cross breeze – the hallway
runs the width of the house with rooms on either side. Sarala, the mother-in-law, sat close to the
doorway of the sitting room so she could look back at the television from time to time. Two of
her daughter-in-laws, Sarita and Sabitri joined us, with Sabitri constantly on the move chasing
after her toddler. I asked Sarala,
Shaunna: How long have you been living in this village?
Sarala: I have been living here since 2038 BS. Now it is 2066.
Shaunna: Did you live here for 30 years?
Sarala: Our home is in Ilam, up from here.
Shaunna: Your natal home is in Ilam?
Sarala: My natal home is in Ilam. Our land is also there. We went to Assam,
visited there and settled here.
Shaunna: How was this area 30 years ago?
Sarala: It was so dense that wild animals like tigers and leopard were there and
they used to come into the village. We could not enter into the forest.
Sarita: It was such a big forest. Now it is destroyed.
Sarala: It was destroyed by man.
Shaunna: Why did you come here from Ilam?
Sarala: It was a big family. There was less in the mountain. There were 4-5
brothers in the family. Didn’t we have to leave? [Referring to limited land the
family had in Ilam and the difficulty in continually dividing it among brothers to
live separately].
(Interview April 12, 2010).
In Kumari CFUG to the south, my local contact Lakshya, who is a member of the CFUG
committee, introduced me to an extended family of adivasi living in thatched homes, well hidden
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behind the cement homes that line the dirt road. There were seven small homes made of bamboo
plastered with mud and thatch roofs clustered around a central courtyard, one home for each of
seven brothers and their families. Five women (a mother-in-law and four daughters-in-laws) and
their children gathered in the courtyard, and as a guest I was offered one of the few muddah they
had while everyone else sat on the ground or on short wood stools that sit just off the ground.
Two women Saheli and Sakhi did most of the talking, along with the elderly mother-in-law,
Sandhya. In meeting with them, I was specifically looking for their account of how the area had
changed given that they and their ancestors are considered an indigenous population of the Tarai.
Saheli: Our people occupied all this area in the past and then they migrated to
other places.
Sandhya: I was as tall as that girl when our people had a village from up there to
down there.
Shaunna: How was this forest many years back?
Saheli: It was a big forest; it dwindled as deforestation continued. Tiger and
bears used to live here. They used to roar during the night. I used to get scared ...
[exclaims and laughs] …
Shaunna: Why was the forest destroyed?
Saheli: I don’t know why it was destroyed. [Laughs … ]
Sakhi: The “Nepali” came from the mountains. There was no place [for them] to
live. They started felling trees to build their houses. They started encroaching on
the forest.
Sandhya: There were not Nepali here. In the bazaar area there were only 2-3
houses that belonged to Nepali.
Saheli: People who descended to the Tarai started destroying the forest to build
their houses.
Sakhi: [Laughs] … It was not like this in the past [there were no efforts to
conserve forest when the people migrated to this area]. People did whatever they
liked to do.
Saheli: Now cutting down the forest has been restricted.
Sakhi: We lacked wisdom. We have the habit of living in huts. Our ancestors
did not use wooden pillars to build their houses. [She is implying that building
homes of bamboo and mud plaster is a sign of ignorance as the people who came
from the hills built homes with wood].
Saheli: See we don’t have even a single old lumber used in our homes.
Sakhi: Maybe people did not like to use it?
Saheli: We don’t know whether they liked it or not.
Shaunna: They came from high hills, no? Did they buy the land or how …. ?
Female Bystander: [Spoke out of turn] … They bought the land.
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Sakhi: They bought it.
Shaunna: Did they buy it from you?
Saheli: Buy? Some of them ran out of fear leaving their land behind. “Nepalis”
come from the mountains and show their khukuri; seeing this, our people ran
away afraid of being killed.
Sandhya: Even at the time of election for partyless or multiparty [she is referring
to the 1980 referendum], people were killed [she could also be recalling the 1971
armed uprising by a communist group against landowners in Jhapa]. 10
Sakhi: I heard that people were so scared in the past. It was Panchayat era.
Saheli: The forest went on dwindling. What shall we do? At that time our
people did not have wisdom; they used to get scared. See we are old inhabitants
but see this is our situation now.
Sakhi: Nepali came from the mountains.
Saheli: So many people came from the mountains and then the forest went on
getting destroyed. Then the forest was big. Tiger, bear and many other animals
lived in the forest. These days, there are not many tigers and bears. Nowadays,
elephants visit here from time to time. The tigers and bears may have gone to a
bigger forest. There were many tigers and bears in the past. They used to come
to the village during night. Now there are no more.
(Interview April 22, 2010).
Between these two accounts, there is a common theme – migration led to deforestation.
Those moving from the hills cleared land for farming, but also built their homes from wood,
unlike the indigenous population who had built their homes with bamboo and mud plaster. It is
significant that in the adivasi interview the women do not use the term pahadi (the common
word for people who live in the hills), instead, they refer to the migrants as Nepali, clearly
distinguishing themselves as a separate cultural identity. From the adivasi interview, we gain a
glimpse into a contentious history of migration and how adivasi became dispossessed while
migrants came to dominate land ownership. Regardless, the end result as seen in both these
excerpts is that migration contributed to extensive deforestation.

10

It is also important to note that Jhapa has been a fertile ground for communist/leftist activists historically,
particularly in the 1960s and 1970s, with a number of prominent leftist leaders hailing from Jhapa. An armed
uprising that killed landowners, and was quickly suppressed by government forces, occurred in Jhapa in 1971. As
one friend of a large land owning family explained, “At that time, I was very little. Only 7-8 years old. But we
know that they will cut the throat.”
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Migrants from the hills have been moving into Jhapa, or acquiring land for additional
farming in Jhapa, for at least 150 years. In this sense, the history of migration into Jhapa is a
comparatively long one. However, it was not until the eradication of malaria that migration
occurred in substantial numbers. Jhapa’s land cover includes open grasslands and river flood
plains. These tended to be occupied first by hill migrants for farming with later arrivals left to
acquire land out of the forests. Forestland was also given to individuals as part of the birta and
jagir patronage systems. In the decades after the eradication of malaria, much of the forest cover
had been removed or degraded, as the two interview excerpts above demonstrate. This period of
rapid land cover change occurred during the time of forest nationalization, land reform, and
planned resettlement.

Forests that were not cleared for farming and settlement remained

property of the government, yet both the indigenous and the recent migrants still depended upon
forests for livelihood resources; resources from which they were excluded.
Migration is only one factor in the de-foresting of the Jhapa landscape. As Rajendra
explains, “Lumber was taken from Jhapa to India by road. There were people from very early on
who worked with the trees. In India, there was a place where very large trees could be taken and
sold. The local people consumed very little” (Interview May 5, 2010). During the Panchayat
era, corruption in the forest sector was rife, as was smuggling and armed theft. Smugglers would
cut wood during the day and collect it at night. The Forest Office guards could not catch them
all, plus they could also be outnumbered and overpowered by smugglers. Even if smugglers
were arrested, their compatriots could rescue them from authorities.

Corruption amplified

problems of smuggling and illegal appropriation of forest resources. These factors combined
made forest preservation difficult. Rajendra, who was a prominent figure in the founding of the
community forestry movement from Jhapa, explains that during the Panchayat, “the duty to
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preserve the forest was only with the Forest Office guard and Forest Office staff, not with the
people” (Interview May 5, 2010). Recall from the adivasi interview above where the current
community based forest management is compared to Panchayat control, “It was not like this in
the past. People did whatever they liked to do.” As seen in Chapter 4, the Panchayat had strict
laws governing forest spaces, but this did not stop people from entering the forest, instead
“People did whatever they liked to do.” However as Subhashini, a Junkiri CFUG committee
member, recalled in the pre-CFUG days, “At that time when we went to the forest in search of
firewood, the police used to baton charge. We had not planted any plants since we did not have
wisdom then” (Interview December 11, 2007). Even after the 1990 movement that instituted
democracy, such problems continued until the creation of community forestry, which placed the
forest in the hands of local communities. With community forestry people have come to monitor
their own actions and their neighbors’ actions with regards to the forest resulting in a net increase
of forest conservation.
Community forests in Jhapa share a common history of prior government ownership,
local exclusion, and resource exploitation. However, it is during times of political unrest,
uncertainty, and transition (such as after the 1990 jana andolan) that forests become even more
vulnerable and subject to uncontrolled exploitation. After the 1990 jana andolan, smugglers
decided to take advantage of the perceived lack of rule of law while the country transitioned
from Panchayat to democracy. Rajendra was an active student participant in the 1990 jana
andolan in Kathmandu and returned home to Jhapa after the declaration of democracy.
Smugglers sought to use the transitional period for personal gain and came by the hundreds to
the forests, but were turned back by a handful of local people. The following is a composite of
his story. He recalls,
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After finishing the 46 andolan, I returned back to my house. Actually, I wanted
to do further study. I just came here to celebrate the democracy and to share
about the andolan in Kathmandu with my village and my local friends. Not more
than 15-16 days after the announcement of democracy, people started to cut the
trees. They went to the forest with the party flags of Communist and Nepali
Congress and they start to cut the trees. They came to cut the logs and take the
forest. They started in small numbers, and when no one stopped them, more and
more came. There were more than 300 carts pulled by the buffalo and ox.
I started to campaign. I asked my party and other parties to help. There
were 25 or 30 of us who gathered to turn them back. We laid down on the path in
front of the carts. We said, you should kill us, and then take the logs. We were
outnumbered, but we were able to convince them. “Democracy is coming. The
forest is our property. We should have to preserve it. That is not the proper way.
And now you should go back. You should support the democracy.” We
convinced them and they turned back.
But at night, those who were actually thieves and professional smugglers
came back and they forcefully took the trees. There were maybe 20 or 25
smugglers. The next morning, we went to the site where they have collected and
we captured some of them and took them to the Forest Office.
From that time, I was joined with the forest.
(Interview May 5, 2010)
The successful conclusion of the 1990 jana andolan resulting in the capitulation of the
King to the people’s demand for a democracy under a constitutional monarchy provided a space
that community activists used to demand an end to exclusion from the forests and for democratic
management of forests in its place. Exclusive government ownership did not result in forest
protection but rather provided motivation for smugglers and transgressions. During the interim
period between the ending of the Panchayat and the transition to democracy, there was a
perceived lack of forest authority, providing motivation for smugglers and individuals to make
what profit they could from felling the forests. But as the account above shows, a small group
from the local community worked together to stop the smugglers, comprised of both local people
and outsiders. Their argument was that with the coming of democracy, the forest would now be
communal property and as communal property, they had a responsibility to maintain and
preserve it as a communal good.
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Gorkha: Restoring What was Lost
The forests of all four groups cover their respective Himalayan hillside in a sea of green,
with local people proudly explaining how the forest has improved over the years. While no
elephants, the forests are home to a number of species including ground fowl, leopards, fox,
rabbits, monkeys, deer, hedgehog, and varieties of birds.

In Shaanti CFUG, the CFUG

chairperson tried to explain a new animal they found in the forest, “There is a strange
animal/bird in our forest that has four legs and can fly. We don’t know whether it is an animal or
bird. It digs soil and stays there. We don’t know its name. We are trying to catch it and submit
to the concerned agency” (Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009). The
Himalayan forests of which these CFUGs are part are rich in ecological diversity, including in
medicinal herbs.
Similar to Jhapa, many people lamented the lack of knowledge on jaDibuTi found in the
community forest. In Thaado CFUG, the committee specifically asked if I could send a jaDibuTi
expert to them who could help them identify the valuable plants in their forest and how to profit
from them. The Thaado CFUG Secretary lamented that, “We could not identify the herbs. We
need some training to impart knowledge about this. … There might be some plants that became
extinct before we identified them” (Interview October 22, 2009). The loss of local knowledge on
jaDibuTi accompanied decades of centralized forest management during which local users were
excluded and forest conditions deteriorated.
As in Jhapa, origin tales are similar for different CFUGs in Gorkha: the forest was
degraded under government control and transferring the forest to the community resulted in
improved forests. The forests of Gorkha suffered under systems of birta followed by continued
degradation under the nationalization of forestlands. As forests became highly degraded, local

147

people had to travel further to find firewood and meet daily needs. Landslides occurred on
deforested slopes.

The secretary of Thaado CFUG offered this succinct history of the

community forest:
Regarding the background, in the beginning forest was a birta, meaning it belongs
to individuals. One would claim that it is my forest and encroach on it. In 2048
(1992), our action plan and statute were prepared. The district forest office
handed over this forest to us as the community forest in 2051. Since 2051 (1995),
we the villagers have been preserving this forest. After the forest was handed
over to the group, the forest is improving compared to that of the past. We spend
the money we earn from this forest for this village and some money is invested
for the forest. Recently, the programs have been introduced regarding giving
benefits to the lower class people. This is the background in short.
(Interview October 22, 2009).
Nationalization of all forestlands in the 1960s was part of the new government’s solution to the
prior feudal land practice of birta and jagir. However, as the above and below histories show,
nationalization did not lead to improved forests and development; the shift to community
forestry after the transition to democracy has been more successful in these aims.
Although the forests were officially handed over as community forests in the 1990s under
the Forest Act 1993 and Forest Regulations 1995, attempts were made previously in some areas
to begin community conservation during the Panchayat. The case of Shaanti CFUG illustrates
this. On a chilly November morning, a FECOFUN colleague and I visited Shaanti CFUG,
located on a hill overlooking a trading town below through which a tourist trekking route passes.
About 50 community members gathered in the clearing in front of the community forest office
building as my colleague and I were welcomed as honored guests. After a welcoming ceremony,
the CFUG chairman stood and provided a history of the community forest:
This community forest was really nice long ago. But later on, when the political
change took place in the country and chaos reigned this forest was destroyed. It
was between 2007 to 2017 BS (1950-1960/61). Then the Panchayat system was
introduced. At that time a large portion of forest was destroyed. This forest was
totally destroyed between 2017 to 2042 BS (1960/61 - 1985/86). The situation
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was such that one could not find a good stick to guide the animals. Because of
this situation, people in this area got fed up. Various diseases spread here. We
realized that we suffer from many diseases when we don’t have trees. We started
saving the forest from 2042 (1985/86) with the realization that we could die if we
did not conserve the forest. Then the government came up with Community
Forest Act in 2049 BS (1993). The regulations were made in 2051 BS (1995).
Accordingly we were successful in forming a community forest. Although we
have not restored our forest to its previous form such that we can consume its
products like we did in the past, after starting community forestry we can now
fulfill our daily needs.
(Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009).
During periods of political change or instability, forests suffer, as happened here in the decade
after the fall of the Ranas and before the creation of the Panchayat. However, the Panchayat
with its nationalization forest policies did not reverse the damage already done. It was a
community who had witnessed the damage done when those who depend upon the forest have no
voice in the management of that forest. Through productive power, the community began efforts
to conserve the forests before the creation of the government community forest policy. While
the forest has improved, it has not returned to its pre-deforested state.
In Bhakti CFUG, I spoke with a 76 year-old Kumal man about his experience with the
forest over time. Bhakti CFUG is home to a large janajati community known as Kumal, a
janajati group with their own distinct language, although very few in this village speak it. He
reminisces,
In our father and grandfather’s time, the hill over there used to supply us
sufficient lumber. As the forest went on dwindling, we decided to conserve the
forest and now it has become green. There is a big landslide on the other side of
our village; its name is “Thulo pairo” (literally, Big Landslide). Nothing was
growing where the landslide was. Now it has been covered with forest and the
forest has become so that one cannot enter it easily. The landslide is also
prevented.
The forest was dwindling in the past and we thought what can we do?
Then we decided to conserve the forest. … All of the households are getting
united to conserve the forest. … These days the forest has become so dense that
one is scared to walk through it. This is what I know. I am 76 and still working
to some extent. We conserved the forest in the Panchayat system; I was there in
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the Panchayat system. From then to present time, I have been staying [in the
committee] and taking some task.
There was government forest before. Though it also belongs to
government even now. We are working these days considering that the forest
belongs to the government as well as us. This is how we have moved forward.
We needed the forest, no? With community forestry, none except the users can
enter into the forest. Once it belonged to us, we could use it when we needed.
(Interview February 8, 2010).
Again, here some forest conservation measures began under the Panchayat, but it was the
founding of community forestry in the 1990s that provided more opportunity for user driven
participation, rather than that of a government entity. The Bhakti CFUG treasurer provides this
account of the community forest history,
We began the campaign of bringing the forest under community ownership in
2049 BS (1993). We were successful in transferring this forest to us from the
district government. … At the time when we had just begun the campaign of
transferring forest conservation to the community, all these plots were bare. Then
we brought all the users together and explained the importance of forest
conservation to them. We said that if we could transfer the forest to the
community from the government, conserving forest would be more effective. It is
so because we invest ourselves for the conservation of the forest and we will be
accountable towards it; we conserve it and we use it. We took these matters to the
users and they agreed that it is appropriate to bring the forest under community
control. They opined that the community people should conserve the forest so
that they could use it. Then we formed a committee and started working. The
District Forest Office agreed to our proposal. We have been working according to
this arrangement.
(Interview February 9, 2010).
The rise of community forestry in this selection of Gorkha CFUGs is a combined result of
knowledge production, changing discourses, and productive power.

Nationalization of forests

had resulted in forests becoming degraded. Community action was seen as the solution to restore
forests while providing for users’ forest livelihood needs.
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Enter Biogas
In recent years there have been concerted efforts to spread awareness of biogas to CFUGs
so that they can in turn promote it among their users. The introduction of biogas as a CFUG
program differs slightly between Jhapa and Gorkha. In Jhapa, CFUGs began their biogas loan
programs through a loan from an NGO. Once the biogas loan program proved popular, the
CFUGs began to provide loans from their own revolving funds. Diyo CFUG stands apart as it
received a government loan through AEPC to continue their biogas loan program.
In 2006, FECOFUN conducted an education awareness program on biogas in
approximately 400 CFUGs in 11 districts. Following this, in 2007 Winrock International-Nepal
received a Ford Foundation grant for a three year project to work in conjunction with BSP and
FECOFUN to promote biogas through CFUGs in six districts.

Individual CFUGs were

promoting biogas before both of these events, but this marks a shift towards a clear larger scale
effort to enlist CFUGs as bearers of renewable energy technology. In Gorkha, three of the
CFUGs in this study participated in the Ford Foundation program that began in 2007 and the
fourth is offering biogas construction loans through their own revolving fund.
CFUGs have substantial leeway in determining what initiatives they want to invest their
resources in, as long as it falls within the purview of their established action plans. In all cases,
in both Jhapa and Gorkha, the CFUG committees determined that biogas is something that they
should promote and/or finance; and members agree. Before examining the connection between
community forestry and biogas through the words of respondents, let us first consider how
biogas is promoted through visual media.
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Themes in Visual Biogas Promotional Materials
Biogas has documented and widely accepted benefits for households but is also linked to
climate change discourses and global carbon markets, which will be explored in Chapter 7. The
global benefit of emission reductions resulting from widespread adoption of sustainability
initiatives such as biogas can be realized only through the aggregate decisions of hundreds of
thousands of individual households. Biogas has impacts beyond village borders, and those
promoting it from Kathmandu understand this.

Yet, promotional materials focus more on

immediate household and local environmental benefits. BSP, in conjunction with various other
entities, promotes biogas through posters, brochures, songs, radio programs, and even a
television sit-com. In a country where less than 50 percent of the population is literate, such
visual and audio promotion tactics are needed. As can be seen in Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3,
promotion of biogas centers on individual household benefits.
In Figure 5.1, the poster is simply titled “Biogas” with the labels “Before Building” and
“After Building” under each image. It is quite clear that an improvement in quality of life has
occurred. Everyone’s health has improved and the home is clean. Before biogas, the daughter is
ill with medicine at her side and a doko – a traditional basket for carrying things, such as
firewood – behind her. After biogas, she is now healthy and attending school rather than
collecting firewood. The family’s economic situation has changed; they no longer wear tattered
clothing. With illness gone and light provided by biogas, the husband now engages in homebased industry to make products for market. Fresh vegetables are now abundant with the
(presumed, but not pictured) application of the biogas plant’s fertilizer slurry byproduct.
Through the door, we see that there is now a garden and the forest is re-growing – our only
indication of environmental benefits.
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Figure 5.1: “Biogas: Before and After.” Source: Nepal Biogas Promotion Group and BSPNepal.

In Figure 5.2, we see more biogas benefits; however, these relate to the benefits of the
slurry by-product rather than the gas itself. In this poster, we get a glimpse of the indoor benefits
with the wife cooking over biogas, but the real focus is on the fertilizer properties of the slurry
by-product. The courtyard scene represents the ideal biogas plant set-up with an outhouse
connected to it, a collection tank for cattle urine (when combined with cow manure it generates
more gas), and a water tap (water needs to be mixed with manure before it is released into the
underground tank). The solid waste that is expelled from the underground tank makes an organic
fertilizer that can be used in place of artificial fertilizers which is shown in the three vignettes to
the right. While a gendered division of labor is evident in the scene, the focus is on benefits to a
farming family. There is a nod to environmental benefits as seen in the tree and forest in the
background.
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The poster in Figure 5.3 is to encourage individuals to take a loan to build biogas. The
justification provided are the benefits demonstrated in the above posters: cleaner cooking, no
firewood needed, improved health, improved vegetable garden, no artificial fertilizer, and time
and electricity for both home-based industry and studying. The goal in this poster is to not only
convince the viewer of biogas benefits and taking a loan, but specifically showing how the user
will save money and will thus be able to repay the loan. While the environment is not directly
addressed here, it is indirectly referenced with the bucolic scene in the center of the poster
showing a healthy forest near the home.
This selection of three posters represents a common theme in biogas promotion: a focus
on household benefits. The direct benefits for the family are the focus of each poster, with only a
cursory nod to larger environmental benefits. What is not prominently portrayed in these posters
in the wider impact biogas has in forest conservation, emission reductions, and carbon trading
(i.e. revenue for government). While the implications for emission reductions and carbon trading
are explored in Chapter 7, our immediate interest is in how biogas and its relation to the forest is
displayed. In each image, there is a clear message that in addition to the family benefits, there
will be more trees, with the assumption that forests and environmental conditions will improve.
But the selling point for each biogas plant is its direct family benefits. Given this, how do CFUG
members perceive the relationship of their personal energy choices to the forest? What role does
environmental governmentality play in this people-energy-environment nexus?
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Figure 5.2 (above): “Correct Use
of Slurry from Biogas Plant
Increases Production.” Source:
BSP-Nepal, Alternative Energy
Promotion
Center-Nepal
Government, SNV Netherlands
Development Agency, and KfW
German Development Bank.
Figure 5.3 (left): “Energy Loan,
Micro-Finance Organization for
Loans.”
Source: Alternative
Energy Promotion Center, BSPNepal, Winrock InternationalNepal.
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Revealing Environmental Governmentality: Knowledge, Discourse, and Power
With 326 interviews, the contextual data available is rich and reveals a clear development
of an environmental governmentality whereby communities have adopted specific behaviors and
perspectives that dictate a limited set of approved human-forest interactions in the interest of
forest conservation that can serve to also alleviate poverty and further development objectives.
An analysis of interviews reveals four dominant themes that demonstrate the development and
employment of an environmental governmentality that ultimately furthers government objectives
of conservation, development, and poverty alleviation:

the importance of knowledge, the

expanding role of CFUGs, the concept of sustainability, and the intimate link between biogas and
forests.

Knowledge and Love: Teaching Forest Conservation
Before being turned over to CFUGs, what remained of Nepal’s forests were government
property. People were excluded from the forest during the Panchayat, so people encroached on
the forest to obtain resources they needed for survival or for personal profit through smuggling.
As a member of both Jhapa FECOFUN and Jureli CFUG explained, “People do not love the
government. The government took the forest from them and left nothing for the people, so the
people didn’t love the forest” (Interview October 5, 2007). Along with this theme of love for the
forest are analogies that the forest is like “our children.” Lakshya from Kumari CFUG explains
the role that users play in forest conservation and educating others, “We went to put out the
forest fire. We also participated in cultivating plants. If we find some people cutting saplings,
we tell them that we have to save them like our children and let them grow” (Interview April 13,
2010). “Love of the forest” and “trees as children” are themes that occur throughout interviews,
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and one that accompanies a shift from forest as government property to forest as communal
good.
In 2010, Jureli elected a new CFUG committee after eight months of stagnation during
which the CFUG did not function due to accusations of previous committee members engaging
in inappropriate lumber acquisition. The newly elected CFUG chairman was the man who had
been CFUG chairman in the early years of the Jureli CFUG. The users called him back to serve
based on his previous years of service to the CFUG. He provides a similar account of the history
of the forest and the role communities can play in conservation,
The consumers can conserve the forest. We have to love the plants like we love
our family members. Environment is our property. The forest was destroyed
when it belonged to the government. But once the community forest began, the
forest group has a bigger role in conserving the forest than the government. From
consumers’ perspective it so happens that we take care of the forest twenty-four
hours a day. We immediately reach to the forest when we get information on
what is happening there. For this reason, it has been possible to conserve the
forest. After the introduction of community forestry people have the feeling that
we must take care of our forest. Analyzing the events that have developed so far
we can say that had the community forest not been registered, the forest would
have ceased to exist. But these days since the users are aware there are no major
problems we are facing. They have the feeling that even if one does harm [to the
forest], another does not have to. This is how people are inspired. This is what
we have understood about community forest.
(Interview May 1, 2010)
He is explaining the positive outcome of a devolution of government from centralized forest
management to community forestry. However, community forestry exists at the discretion of the
government. As was explained in Chapter 4, the forests are still government property and
communities must manage them according to a working plan that is approved by the district
forest office acting on behalf of the Ministry of Forests. Community forestry is a method used
by government to achieve what could not be achieved under the centralized forest management
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of the Panchayat – forest conservation, economic development of the forestry sector, and social
betterment.
The opening quote to Chapter 4 by Banhi, a Prakriti CFUG committee member, displays
a similar sentiment of the detriment of centralized management and the benefit of community
management:
When the forest was guarded by the Forest Guard (government agents), we used
to enter into the forest and cut down the young trees; the young trees were not
spared. But once the forest came under our control, the forest has been
conserved. Someone will see if another tries to cut down the trees. … We love
these plants like our own children. We worked hard and guarded the forest in
order to conserve it. Now the plants are grown up. The majority of the people
don’t dare to enter into the forest to cut down the trees; they can only collect the
fallen ones. Some people still think that the forest belongs to the Committee but
the rest of the people have become knowledgeable that the forest belongs to all of
us. We should have been able to impart the knowledge to all the people but we
have not been successful towards this end.
(Interview September 20, 2007).
Establishing a specific environmental governmentality that results in changed behaviors and
thoughts in order to realize specific new aims of government requires knowledge production and
an associated discourse. Both of the quotes above demonstrate a shift in environmental behavior
and thought. However, not everyone has acquired the new communal forest mindset that dictates
restraint and forest conservation for the good of all, as Banhi laments at the end of the above
quote. This sharing of knowledge happens in both formal programs and informal interaction.
Consider the following exchange with a married couple in Prakriti CFUG,
Shaunna: What have you done to save the forest?
Aparna: We are constantly on duty. In case of forest fire, we have gone to
extinguish it. We advise the people who cut down the saplings and trees not to do
so. We tell them that the saplings grow in the future …
Mahesh: We advise the people who don’t know.
Aparna: We like to make our forest a big one; we want to make it healthy …
Mahesh: The saying goes like this: Nepalko dhan, hariyo ban [Green forest is
Nepal’s wealth], no?
Shaunna: Yes.
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Aparna: Though we have become old, still we need the forest. If it is so, we have
to think that the forest must last to these children and their children too.
Individual community forest users and those who take part in the rotating forest guard duty take
it upon themselves to educate others when they are in the forest and witness illegal cutting.
Someone cutting saplings and trees is seen as a lack of knowledge, not necessarily malicious
intent. As Shukla, a Kumari CFUG committee member explained,
Local users of the forest should be able to collect necessary wood for themselves.
Then there should be love, attachment. There should be a feeling that plantation
should be done and forest should be protected. Government intervenes
sometimes. We have to plant to feel love. … People are not educated. They
don’t know how we protect and how we can be benefited. Awareness programs
regarding users’ rights and programs should be brought. If there is investment,
there will be love. Users are not empowered and they should be.
(Interview October 11, 2007)
The same sentiment holds true in Gorkha.

During a community meeting in Shaanti CFUG

during which community members shared their community forest and biogas experiences, one
woman explained, “We have to come here and inform the community forest office if we see
someone stealing lumber from the forest. We have to make users aware that they should not cut
down trees and destroy forest. We have to tell them that they should install biogas and it is
helpful for cleanliness” (Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009). Thus, the
CFUG committee and individual users take it upon themselves to spread knowledge and
awareness among their neighbors to modify their behavior towards forest conservation.
There is a desire for environmental knowledge to further forest conservation and poverty
alleviation efforts among both community forest users and those who comprise the community
forest committee. The chairman of Kaanchi CFUG, a young woman of 25, explained,
I think we need the peoples’ awareness program. People who are in the
committee don’t follow the rules and they are careless. The concept in the village
is such that they listen more to outsiders and are ready to act but they tend to
ignore the voices of the people who are in the [local community forest]
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committee. Therefore, the programs we need are: peoples’ awareness program
and the programs that can give relief to the poor. We are desperately in need of
such programs due to the lack of income generation here (Interview January 20,
2010).
Part of the issue she describes stems from the recent transfer of the community forest to a
women’s only committee and the difficulty they were having in establishing a working
committee. But she raises an interesting point – that those in the village are more willing to
listen to outsiders than they are to their own local committee. “Knowledge” is perceived as
something that is imported, not something that is derived locally. This was a common refrain
throughout the Gorkha CFUGs, the desire to have knowledge “brought” to the village. Consider
this exchange with a woman in Thaado CFUG,
Tarika: We want other persons to stop stealing [our forest products]. Some
persons from that village also come here and take our forest product. We don’t
want them to take it. We want to save it. We wish others would not cut down our
mature trees. These are the problems.
Friend: People from the village over there steal a lot, no?
Tarika: Yes. Many of us don’t have any work to do. It would be great if we get
some work. We don’t know anything. We will do something if we obtain some
information and suggestions. If we were trained or taught the knowledge of
weeding and saving (the forest) and to keep a forest guard, we could have learnt
something. We don’t know anything. The things are here but we don’t know.
There is carelessness. That is what it is.
(Interview October 22, 2009).
As the above demonstrates, not everyone shares an environmental governmentality in which
people come to value the environment in such a way that they change and monitor their own
behavior to achieve a specific outcome. Those outside of the community forest group and its
influence may transgress into a community space that is not “theirs” and “steal.” Actions that do
not further forest conservation for the good of the community are seen as “carelessness.” There
is the desire for additional environmental caretaking knowledge.
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In order to impart knowledge that the forest is a communal good and as such requires
specific actions to conserve it – planting trees, weeding, preventing forest fires, adhering to
specific guidelines for grazing, grass cutting, and wood collection – CFUGs and associated
NGOs and INGOs also conduct various community programs to educate and foster
environmental conservation and community management knowledge. As previously explained
in Chapter 4, the Forest Act 1993 and the Forest Regulations 1995 provide legal basis for
CFUGs and communal forest rights. Simply declaring a right does not put it into practice;
people must understand how their rights operate within given structures and who to hold
accountable. To this end, FECOFUN’s Jhapa district chapter conducts forest rights awareness
programs throughout the district, including one in Jureli CFUG for two months in 2007.
Facilitators meet with small gendered groups and interactively discuss the history, rules, purpose,
and users’ rights and expectations of the CFUG to ensure that everyone is aware of their forest
rights and the possibilities and limitations of community forestry. The content for the awareness
program comes from a resource handbook, “Regulatory Approach to Nepal’s Community
Forest,” distributed by FECOFUN which each facilitator references during the session.
In one session, a FECOFUN facilitator asked a group of men about their community
forest. What is the size of your community forest? How many households does it serve? Most
people had no idea. He then asked, who can be a member of your CFUG? Who has the right to
go and cut firewood or lumber from your forest? The point of this line of questioning is that
only those who belong to their specific CFUG have preferential access rights to their forest. At
this point, a couple of the men began to recount a story of lumber smugglers they had
encountered in the forest, and the difficulty in handling those situations. While members of the
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CFUG may have adjusted their behavior and thoughts towards the value of forest conservation,
the result is a forest with more value for smugglers.
When community forest members make statements about loving the forest, treating the
trees as children, the need to care for the forest, and that only community management can
achieve forest conservation, we are seeing an expression of an environmental governmentality
whereby a critical number of local residents have adopted new thoughts and actions in relation to
the forest.

Recognizing the need for knowledge and educating others as to the “proper”

interactions with the forest demonstrate the role that productive power plays in knowledge
production and the importance of a functioning discourse in achieving specific aims. What is
being propagated is an environmental governmentality that furthers government aims of
environmental conservation and poverty alleviation.

Expanding Role of the Community Forest User Group
A community forest group manages the forest for communal use, thus it is not surprising for
respondents to list access to firewood, fodder, and lumber as well as forest protection when
asked to identify the purpose of their CFUG. People also complained about timber smuggling
and people selling firewood collected from the community forest in the market. Maintaining
access to forest products, conservation, and complaints of smuggling are not surprising
responses. What is interesting is that many also identified a range of community development
and poverty alleviation programs among their CFUGs’ responsibilities, projects such as road
building, electricity, clean drinking water, job training, health care, and more. When these were
not provided, or were perceived to be inequitably distributed, it led to user frustration. By
restoring what had been severely degraded forestlands into productive forests, forests that both
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meet users’ needs and provide a communal income, communities now expect their CFUG to
provide access to a broader range of rights and services that improve their quality of life. This
expectation is born of the experienced success of communal resource management; CFUGs have
not only become, but are expected by users to be a reliable and tangible mechanism for
advancing a broader social and political agenda.
In Jhapa, there was a clear belief that the CFUG is and should be involved in a wide range of
development and poverty alleviation activities. As Subhashini, a Junkiri CFUG committee
member, stated when asked directly what she thinks sustainable development is,
Sustainable development is community forestry. Nothing is going to happen
without community forestry; the government is going to do nothing. The
community forest is doing all the development programs. The community forest
is looking after the people who are getting sick. The community forest is paying
for books and fees for poor village students. Biogas is very essential. Almost
every family has biogas in the village. If there are people in the village who
cannot afford to pay the hospital bills, we manage to take these people to the
hospital and pay for their care. Though this action committee goes and a new one
comes in its place, the decisions will be implemented. Even though the
individuals may change the decisions will not be changed; the programs will
continue.
(Interview December 11, 2007).
CFUGs work in areas beyond forest management and access that improve quality of life in their
communities. Compared to Gorkha, the CFUGs in Jhapa were more actively engaged in a wide
range of activities made possible through the income generated through the sale of forest
products, as well as their partnerships with external organizations. There is an overwhelming
sense that change must happen through the community, not though reliance on the national
government.
During a community meeting in 2007 to review the new Prakriti CFUG budget, a
committee member declared, “Our community forest group has brought us clean water. What
have the politicians in Kathmandu done for us? We have built roads and a school. What have
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they done for us in Kathmandu? If we want change, we need to do it as a community. We are
the ones working to improve our community.” This sentiment is echoed by community members
who turn to their CFUGs for a range of services, from health to education to livelihoods. Prakriti
CFUG is the most limited financially of the Jhapa CFUGs in this study. During a group
interview in 2007 with poor households, respondents claimed inequity in the CFUG’s road
improvement and electricity distribution; they also expected the CFUG’s help in building toilets.
Another unmet demand, both in Prakriti and Junkiri, is for more women-focused programs and
women income generating opportunities. Users are clearly expecting a wider range of services
from their forest management group. This demonstrates the success of community forestry as a
government sponsored neoliberal mechanism to advance a plurality of aims including economic
development and poverty alleviation.
During the community meeting at Shaanti CFUG, the chairperson provided an eloquent
analogy that links community forestry to broader development initiatives:
A river is made of water drops. In the same way, if we work together, the nation
is formed. If we save the forest, the environment is conserved. When the forest
was destroyed, diseases spread. Now we have conserved the forest and the people
around us are learning from us; people in other communities have also started
conserving their forests. In fact, we took the leadership in this area. We spread
the “network” to the people of other areas to make community forests. When it
goes on spreading it also helps the nation as a whole. If we conserve our forest
we can do some development activities from our own fund. Government means
the people, no? So, whatever good things we do; it is beneficial to the
government; it means it is beneficial for the nation; it is beneficial for the
international level as well. The entire world obtains benefits from environment
point of view. We are proud that we have a healthy forest and we hope that it
contributes for the world environment. We feel that we are helping in the
conservation of world environment. Every one must contribute to conserve the
world environment.
(Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009).
His argument is that the CFUG contributes to development and should be involved in non-forest
related activities. The actions of the individual communities combined together create the
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nation. The environmental changes realized through community forestry are not restricted to
Nepal but benefit the world (a theme to be explored in Chapter 7). What he describes is in
essence an environmental governmentality – people need to learn to conserve the environment
by changing their action and beliefs, productive power furthers this aim, and as a result other
development work can occur, thus achieving a government’s plurality of aims. This extends to
biogas. As a woman in Junkiri CFUG explained, biogas improves the population’s health, and
“the healthier the people of a country are, the more the progress the nation can make” (Interview
December 12, 2007).
Biogas then becomes another mechanism to further the combined objectives of
conservation and development. Community forest groups, with their functioning and expanding
vision of environmental governmentality, then become a logical medium through which to
promote biogas technology. Promoting biogas in Gorkha is more challenging than in Jhapa due
to a combination of factors including higher levels of poverty that make it difficult to secure and
pay back a loan. Even if people learn of biogas, say through the radio for example, that does not
mean that they know how to go about the process of getting one built. As Tarika in Thaado
CFUG explained, “The FM [radio] had disseminated news about biogas and we were thinking
how would it come to us? They had disseminated the news. We did not know where to go and
how to install it. They (indicating the FECOFUN representatives nearby) came here. Then we
decided to install it. Before this, we didn’t know about biogas” (Interview October 22, 2009).
Thaado CFUG is part of the Ford Foundation funded project to spread biogas through
community forest groups.

The project proved foundational in making inroads into biogas

adoption in select Gorkha communities. As Tarika demonstrates, even if people learned of
biogas on the radio, a third party was needed to make it accessible to remote areas. Community
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forest groups are one such mechanism. However, CFUGs in Gorkha are at a disadvantage
compared to their Jhapa counterparts – they do not generate the revenue that Jhapa CFUGs do
and are dependent on other organizations to “bring programs.” I asked the secretary of Thaado
CFUG if they will be able to run a biogas program once the Ford Foundation project ends, he
responded:
The community forest is not in the position of installing biogas by investing its
own money. The community forest can run the peoples’ awareness program and
give them the pressure that they have to install biogas. The community forest
requests the Federation [FECOFUN] asking if it could invest some money to us as
a loan or grant since our users are interested in installing biogas plants. Our
community forest is not in position of doing on its own.
(Interview October 22, 2009).
Thus, when internal funds are limited, a CFUG can do awareness programs and coordinate with
other organizations to run a program, but may be unable to conduct an initiative, such as biogas
financing, through their own means.

However, this limitation does not hinder users and

committee members from believing that a CFUG should engage in activities outside of direct
forest management.

Sustainable Development: Thinking of the Future
As part of my established interview questions, I asked respondents “What does
sustainable development mean to you?” The Nepali equivalent for sustainable development is
digo bikaas, literally, long lasting development. When asked directly, some people gave a
response that basically defined the words digo bikaas, such as, it is development that will last a
long time. Some people gave examples, such as roads and infrastructure being sustainable
development because it is built to last a long time.

Some connected it to resource use,
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“sustainable development means proper use of the resources so that the future generations can
also use it. For instance, if we cut grass, it should grow again” (Interview October 4, 2007).
My interest was in determining how people connected their community forest actions and
biogas to the idea of sustainable development. While many people had difficulty answering this
question directly, their actions and responses to other questions demonstrate actions and
perceptions that align with objectives of sustainability and sustainable development. Tarika from
Thaado CFUG is an example of one who had difficulty answering a question specific to
sustainable development, but touched on elements of sustainable development throughout the
course of our conversation:
Shaunna: What do you mean by sustainable development?
Tarika: I think sustainable development means farming, peasantry.
Bystander: Long lasting … (gives a clue). You said it before. Please go on.
(Laughter) …
Tarika: I mean it is easy to cook food for a long time.
Bystander: Then, one is biogas. Please tell what is more than this.
Tarika: It is convenient in every aspect. If we grow trees it will be easy.
Shaunna: Right. You said that the community forest is beneficial for your
family. Is it also beneficial for the village? If it is so, what are the benefits?
Tarika: This is for us, for the village and for our sons and grandsons. We want
convenience for the generations of our grandchildren and great-grandchildren.
We want them to see and learn from what we have done.
(Interview October 22, 2009).
In this exchange, it is evident that for Tarika sustainable development refers to a specific lifestyle
dependent on the land. Others around her try to prompt her into saying something that is more
aligned with the notion of sustainable development as durable and linked to renewable energy.
But at the end when she comes to the benefits of the forest for the village, she answers using
language that is commonly found in global discourses of sustainable development; it is
something that benefits future generations, society, and environment. Her concern is with future
generations and to leave something behind from which the coming generation can learn.
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In the same vein, consider the conversation above with Mahesh and Aparna from Prakriti
CFUG. I asked them what they have done to conserve the forest. After listing their actions and
importance of green forests, Aparna concluded, “Though we have become old, still we need the
forest. If it is so, we have to think that the forest must last to these children and their children
too.” What she has described here is the essence of sustainability – that actions of those today
should not limit the opportunities nor degrade the environment of those who come after us.
It then becomes the role of the CFUG to engage in sustainable development. The
response from the Shaanti CFUG chairman summarizes the common response from CFUG
committee members,
Sustainable development means for the coming generation. We have conserved
the forest; we get old; this is not for us; it is for our children. For this purpose, we
are protecting forest. It should save our children in the future. Sustainable
development means saving Nepal’s existence. It is the progress of Nepal. The
work that we have done should be long lasting. Sustainable development means
one that is useful and long lasting.
(Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009).
A 62 year-old farmer in Kumari CFUG provided a similar response when asked, “In your
opinion, what is the purpose of the community forest user group?” He responded, “The purpose
of community forest is how to protect the forest and what should be done to protect the forest.
How can sustainable development be done and how users of the community forest can be able to
use the community forest for a long time. This is why the community forest was established.
After this the community forest has protected a lot, I have seen it” (Interview October 11, 2007).
When asked directly later in the interview, “What does sustainable development mean to you?,”
he responded, “Sustainable development means to give continuity, to run continuously. It means
a task that is started continues indefinitely with no interruption and that gives benefit to all.”

168

Although the words and actions of community members link community forestry as a
mechanism of sustainable development, the connection with biogas was not as uniformly made.
People commonly linked biogas to the community forest as a conservation measure. If biogas is
used, less firewood is needed, the forest will be saved, and the community benefits from
improved forest conditions. However, particularly in Jhapa, some people were concerned about
the long-term viability of biogas, and thus whether it is actually sustainable. As Pramesh in
Jureli CFUG lamented, “The new generation won’t touch biogas. The kids don’t want to do
work with animals. The older generation does it. What will happen in the future if kids won’t
do farm work? (Interview October 5, 2007).
Below is an exchange with Bhagya, a 59 year old woman in Prakriti CFUG who is also a
member of a Women’s Group that arranges a savings and loan program for its members. She
does not have biogas and relies on firewood from the CFUG to cook.
Shaunna: Do you like to install biogas plant?
Bhagya: If we install biogas, we can produce dung [by keeping cattle] as long as
we are strong enough to work and mix it in water but if the children do not come
here to settle down, we cannot keep cows in our old age.
Friend: It is really difficult to keep cows.
Bhagya: We are worried that our children might not come to the village to live
and work here. If it so happened the biogas plant we make will be of no use.
Some people have installed it and some [who have not yet installed it] think in
that line. Some people think that foods cooked using biogas is tasty. There are
some people who think that installing it could be a misuse of money if none used
it after them [again referring to younger generation who might not go back to the
village].
She is referring to the fear expressed by a handful of other interviewees – what if the children do
not take up farming? What would be the long-term advantage of biogas if no one is there to use
it? What if the children grow up and do not come back to live in the village? It is hard work to
for an elderly person to keep cattle in order to have biogas. If the children do not come back to
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live with elderly parents, who will help keep the cattle so that the biogas can continue to be of
value? Our conversation continued,
Shaunna: In your opinion do you have to conserve the forest?
Bhagya: Yes, the forest has to be conserved and the wild life also should be
controlled. We have to conserve the forest; we don’t have to destroy the things
that we find in the forest and the wildlife should not come to our fields. Forest
also should be conserved since without conserving we cannot make progress. It
gives us oxygen. Conserving forest is good for our health. Therefore, we must
not destroy the forest; we must conserve it. You must help in controlling wildlife.
She is making a reference to the role of community forestry and the need for conservation as part
of sustainable development, “without conserving we cannot make progress.” She continually
comes back to wildlife because with the return of a more robust forest has come the return of
wild animals that continually destroy crops (monkeys and elephants) and on occasion homes
(elephants). The conversation continues,
Shaunna: Why is it beneficial for the country and the world?
Bhagya: The old ones go on dying and children grow. The forest gives off air
that can go round the world. The place where there is no forest becomes just like
a desert. We must not destroy forest. We all have to get united to conserve the
forest but the wild animals that come from the forest don’t have to give us trouble.
This is my say; I don’t know what others say. We are against destroying the
forest but the animals that come from the forest don’t have to give us trouble. We
work so hard to grow our grains but they come and eat our grains. We cannot go
to the relatives to feed ourselves forever. We must earn our living. … [unclear].
We must conserve the forest but the wildlife should not give us trouble. This is
what we want. Please you come up with your own conclusion.
(Interview April 17, 2010).
The community forest needs to be conserved for the environmental benefits enjoyed by both
local communities and the global environment. The forest must be conserved and sustained as it
is directly linked to human well-being.

But, by conserving the forest, humans become

susceptible to wild animals. If the forest is conserved, but the wild animals that it houses destroy
farmers’ crops, then how can the system remain sustainable? She is linking environmental and
economic sustainability – both must be attained: “We must not destroy the forest” and “We must
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earn our living.”

Despite the concerns of a few about the long term viability of biogas,

respondents commonly linked biogas and community forestry as complimentary, even
inseparable, programs.

Just Like Fingernail and Flesh
Biogas adoption helps to further objectives of community forestry groups: conservation,
development, improved quality of life.

But how do people conceptualize the relationship

between biogas and community forestry? And how does this relate to the functioning and
understanding of environmental governmentality within the communities?
between the community forest and biogas fell into two broad categories:

The relationship
(1) biogas as

development through CFUG (“The Development Bond”), and (2) the community forest and
biogas as mutually dependent and interconnected environmental and economic systems (“The
Inseparable Organic Bond”).
The Development Bond. As seen earlier in this chapter, people link community forestry
to development. Biogas is also linked to development and when promoted or funded through a
CFUG, fits into the discourse of CFUG as deliverer of development initiatives that improve
quality of life.

Lakshya, a 28 year-old member of Kumari CFUG committee offered a

development-centered relationship between community forestry and biogas:
There is a relationship between the two. Installing biogas automatically invites
development. It helps to get rid of diseases. It is better to install biogas in every
household. But biogas is useful only in the villages not in the city area. It has a
lot of benefits for the Group. The Group charges a certain percent of interest
while investing its money to the users. This money is used to give loans to the
users who want to install biogas. Thus, it is beneficial both for the users and the
Group. We get an amount of 15,000-16,000 at once. We pay it back in four
installments. We have to pay installment amount of 4000 including interest. It
gives benefits to the Group; it is even more beneficial to the users.
(Interview April 13, 2010).
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Having a healthy population is equated to development, which biogas provides. She draws a
distinction between city and rural development, with her vision of biogas limited to cattle
owning farmers. However, the focus of the relationship for her is the financial one. The CFUG
facilitates a loan to users to build biogas. The CFUG earns interest on that loan. Additional
development projects (such as continued biogas financing) are made possible by having a
revolving fund with interest accumulation from loans.
My local guide Kirti introduced me to Subhashini, a 48 year-old farmer and Junkiri
CFUG committee member, at the CFUG office building. We sat outside under the shade of a
tree in front of the CFUG building. Before we began the interview, she consulted with Kirti
about what questions I would ask. We were a group of seven people, listening to Subhashini
recount her experiences with biogas. She learned of biogas through publicity done by the
agricultural bank. She went see a working biogas plant that had been built in the village and then
approached a bank for a loan. She built a biogas plant in 1994 before the community forest
group existed and encountered many problems in trying to secure a loan. Below is an excerpt
from the interview:
Shaunna: What do you think is the relationship between biogas and the
community forest? How is this relationship?
Subhashini: There must be a relationship and there is a relationship between the
two. The community forest has taken the loan as a guarantor and invested it for
the farmers. Look, when I took loans from the Agricultural Bank, I had to go
there seven times with my land ownership documents. They don’t even ask us
why we went to them, do they (asking those in the group)?
Other women in the group: No.
Subhashini: Continues … I had to undergo a lot of suffering. Here, we have the
installment system; they show us the amount we have to pay in a month or two or
three. One person will collect the money from here and go over there and submit
the money. Moreover, the interest rate is very low since the community forest
has installed twenty-forty biogas plants at once. Here I found heaven. I went to
Chandragadi, Birtamod ten times but none inquired me what I was there for.
Does anyone ask you? No they don’t. They only notice the big people and say,

172

“Oh, you arrived!” They don’t even register our application; forget about
recommending for a loan. In my forth or fifth attempt I was successful to get my
form registered by giving them money for tea. These days how easy it is to pay
back the installment coming here! The worker reaches every house to collect the
installment.
Other women in the group: He reaches to every house!
Subhashini: See the relationship! This is even more intense than nail and flesh;
this is what I have seen. It’s heaven for those who install the biogas now; this is
what I have seen. I suffered a lot! These days you don’t have to face those
problems. The CF has been a guarantor and given us the money; it has invested
the money here and collected the installment here and has submitted the money
there. The job is done. It’s so easy. On the other hand, if we could invest more
on the biogas, it would reduce the use of firewood. We won’t need much
firewood. The saving of time is another aspect; we can light it and put the
cooking utensils on it and do many other works. We don’t have to push the
firewood every now and then, it does not give up smoke and we are free from
cough. Laughs … After I stopped working in the smoke in my kitchen, I suffer a
lot from cough while preparing khole outside.
Woman in group: Head aches.
Subhashini: I feel relaxed. It’s beyond my words to describe how much time
saving biogas is. Neither it makes our utensils black nor it consumes money. The
community forest has done its best for biogas (by helping the villagers build
biogas).
(Interview December 11, 2007).
She is describing the beneficial role of CFUG as lender for biogas loans. The CFUG becomes
the mechanism through which biogas can be easily obtained, in stark contrast to her experience
in the early 1990s trying to secure a loan from a traditional bank. Biogas, a symbol of rural
development, becomes the purview of community forestry, a local institution that has taken up
the banner for a wide range of programs and initiatives to improve quality of life.
The Inseparable Organic Bond. The most common perception of the community forest biogas relationship is that biogas helps to save the forest, with some describing their relationship
as mutually beneficial and inseparable. The role that biogas can play in conserving forests is a
reason why a forest federation such as FECOFUN has joined with BSP and Winrock
International under the Ford Foundation funded program to promote biogas through community
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forestry for both its social and environmental benefits. As one FECOFUN colleague in Gorkha
explained,
There is a very close relationship between the forest and biogas. The more the
biogas plants are installed the more it will help to conserve the forest. For
instance, if a household consumes sixty bundles of firewood without installing the
biogas plant, we have seen the same household consuming just ten bundles of
firewood after installing the biogas plant. The more biogas plant construction, the
more conservation of the forest. For this reason, FECOFUN is working to make
as many biogas plants as possible.
(Interview October 20, 2009).
As demonstrated earlier in this chapter, forest conservation is deemed a desirable aim among
many people residing within the service area of a CFUG. Biogas is an extension of this aim as it
contributes to forest conservation.
Agriculture in Nepal is based on a farmer-forest interdependency cycle in which biogas
can play a key role. A farmer has cattle, cattle need to eat, the farmer gets fodder from the forest
to feed the cattle, the cattle produce dung, the farmer needs to cook his food, the farmer uses
biogas from the dung to cook, this replaces firewood, which conserves the forest that is needed to
produce fodder, wood for implements, soil and water conservation for better farming, etc.
During a Thaado CFUG committee meeting, one man explained,
The users of biogas help a lot to prevent the destruction of the forest. Even eight
households would consume four hundred bundles of firewood with the calculation
of fifty bundles firewood per house. It helped to reduce the cutting down of four
hundred bundles of firewood; this is the minimum amount. If sixteen to twenty
households installed biogas, it means it would save the cutting down of 1000
bundles of firewood. Biogas makes the forest dense. This is the relationship
among biogas, forest and animal husbandry. The increase of forest means it will
give better forest products such as grass that helps in keeping buffaloes. And
there is a relationship between keeping buffaloes or animal husbandry and biogas,
no? There is a relationship between animal husbandry and biogas. Without grass
we cannot keep buffaloes and without buffalo dung, biogas does not work. In this
way they are complementary to each other. In this way, they are inevitable; they
are important. Forest, animal husbandry and biogas, the former two are a must
for biogas. This is the main benefit. The health factor is another one.
(Thaado CFUG Committee Meeting/Interview October 22, 2009).
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Household biogas digesters in Nepal are primarily designed for farmers who keep cattle.
Farmers depend upon forest products (fodder, lumber, etc) as part of their livelihood. Thus,
conserving the forest becomes a desirable action to secure farming livelihoods and biogas assists
in achieving that objective, with cattle as a connecting link. This represents how the forest and
biogas are part of interdependent environmental and economic systems.
The community forest users who have also built biogas tend to recognize that the CFUG
promotes biogas among its users for both the environmental and social benefits. The following
conversation with Sanjula in Junkiri CFUG is representative of such views:
Shaunna: Why do you think that the community forest promotes biogas?
Sanjula: Because it helps in controlling the cutting down of the forest and it also
helps to improve the health of the villagers. It helps us to prevent the diseases
like asthma. It makes our work easy too.
Shaunna: You said about the benefits for the household. What is the advantage
for the village?
Sanjula: Control from cutting down the forest, improving health and conservation
of the wildlife are the benefits for the village. The same are the benefits in either
way we talk.
Shaunna: Is biogas beneficial for the country Nepal as well?
Sanjula: Of course.
Shaunna: What are the benefits?
Sanjula: The environment of the country will be good because of smokeless
kitchens. The healthier the people of a country are, the more progress the nation
can make.
(Interview October 12, 2007).
In her statements, Sanjula clearly identifies both the environmental and social aims to be
achieved through biogas – forest conservation and improved health. By building a biogas plant,
families are actively furthering government objectives related to conservation and social
development. The chairman of Shaanti CFUG explains the objective of their CFUG’s strategic
plan to build biogas in every home within ten years:
There is a very close relationship between community forest and biogas. It is so
because deforestation takes place while cutting firewood for cooking purposes.
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As I stated earlier, all of our households here will have installed biogas within the
coming ten year period. After this, the trees should not be felled for firewood.
The branches of the trees that fall down can meet our firewood needs. In ten
years time, we won’t have to fell big trees for firewood. It means that we can
have a healthy forest tomorrow (in the future). Therefore, there is a very close
relationship between biogas and forest. We will accomplish this work by
applying whatever means we can.
(Shaanti Community Meeting/Interview November 5, 2009).
Again, he is drawing the connection between biogas and forest conservation. As demonstrated
earlier in this chapter, there is a functioning discourse disseminated through CFUGs and forest
activists that forest conservation is a social good and everyone should adapt their behavior and
thinking towards the forest to achieve this goal. Biogas then becomes a logical extension to
further this conservation objective while also fulfilling the government’s mandate that CFUGs
contribute to social betterment.
However, this relationship runs deeper than biogas as a forest conservation mechanism.
Biogas and community forestry are described as being inseparable and mutually beneficial, just
as a fingernail cannot be separated from the flesh and survive. The following exchange with
Saguna in Bhakti CFUG is representative of such conservations,
Shaunna: Why did you install biogas?
Saguna: So that we don’t need much firewood and it is good for health since we
don’t have to blow fire every now and then. We can prepare khundo outside.
Shaunna: How did you come to know about biogas?
Saguna: The program came from the Federation and we came to know that we
had to install it.
Shaunna: Why do you think the community forest promotes biogas?
Narottam (husband): Why did the community forest bring biogas program?
Saguna: I think it is to conserve the forest because after having biogas, people
will not go that often to the forest to cut down trees. This will ensure the proper
use of forest.
Shaunna: In your opinion, what/how is the relationship between biogas and the
community forest?
Saguna: It seems to me that this relationship is like that of fingernail and flesh.
One will benefit the other and vice versa.
Shaunna: Why is it like this?
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Saguna: After having biogas, people don’t have to go to the forest to cut down
trees. Thus it will control deforestation. Twigs left over from fodder collection
will do the work. When we don’t go to the forest that often, it will lessen the loss
[of forest products]. If we install biogas, the forest will double within eight or ten
years.
(Interview February 7, 2010).
The relationship between biogas and the community forest is just like that of fingernail and flesh
– inseparable. Biogas is not simply a clean development mechanism that can improve quality of
life through locally generated clean alternative energy – it is an integral component in conserving
and improving the local ecosystem.

Discussion
The success of community forestry is dependent in part on an associated knowledge
production and functioning discourse that values environmental conservation. Repressive power
exercised during the Panchayat to exclude people from the forest resulted in increased forest
degradation. The shift to community forestry accompanied donor sponsored programs, the
transition to democracy, and a turn towards neoliberal development. Community members
became part of the knowledge dissemination process, which is ongoing today, to educate noncompliant neighbors as to the environmental, social, and economic need for community forest
management and the role that each individual plays in modifying their behavior to attain that
goal. An environmental governmentality that advances dual government aims of environmental
conservation and social betterment is not static, but is a continual and dynamic process to create
the desired environmental subjectivities.
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CHAPTER 6
GENDERED DISCOURSES IN BIOGAS

SNV and ADB held a three day International Workshop on Domestic Biogas at the Hyatt
Regency Kathmandu in November 2009. The workshop attracted 170 participants from 25
countries all of whom work in areas of development and energy, ranging from private business
to development agencies to government institutions. The Hyatt sits on a raised knoll with
Boudhanath, a large Buddhist stupa dating over 1500 years old, visible in the distance.
Boudhanath is a site of power, divine energy, and worship for Buddhists that dwarfs the
buildings surrounding it. Yet it is all seen as a jumble of Kathmandu urban chaos from the quiet
oasis in which the Hyatt sits, its vast open space gated off from the surrounding city. Reaching
the Hyatt requires passing through a guarded gate, the vehicle being searched for explosives
before traveling the winding drive to the hotel reception.
A workshop on furthering the dissemination of a technology targeted to women and
intended to improve quality of life for rural poor held at an exclusive hotel towering over an
indigenous holy site does seem incongruent. Despite the power dynamics and exclusion evident
in such an event, the workshop was largely a business success. The panel sessions resulted in
suggested actions to move biogas agendas forward. Participants learned from programs’
successes and failures. Innovative biogas digester manufacturers met with potential clients. A
memorandum of understanding was signed between the visiting Chinese Business Delegation,
NBPA, and BSP-Nepal for an action plan on product development and marketing biogas
products and appliances. The 200,000th biogas plant built in Nepal was celebrated with awards
presented by the President of Nepal, Dr. Ram Baran Yadav (after a substantial delay due to
traffic and street protests). A field trip took participants to see biogas in operation and engage
with villagers. Elegant lunches in the whimsical Hyatt garden each day provided networking
opportunities with colleagues from around the world.
Yet throughout all of these events and successful workshop proceedings, I was haunted by
a brief exchange I had with a European associate on the opening morning of the workshop.
After sitting down at a random table and watching people enter the conference hall before the
opening remarks, I turned to my table companion and commented on how few women were in
attendance. He responded, “Well, this is a man’s work. We try to hire women, but it doesn’t
work.”

* * *
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Biogas is a gendered technology; it is built for households but differentially impacts
women’s experiences in energy use, household chores, and health. Gendered distinctions are
evident in biogas promotion and the biogas industry broadly. While both men and women
acknowledge a similar set of material household and community benefits – improved health,
easier cooking, less work, forest conservation – they differ in their ideological framings of
biogas’ importance to society. For women, biogas may provide an avenue of personal liberation,
for men, biogas may represent national pride and independence. The material end result may be
the same – improved quality of life and forest conservation – but such ideological distinctions
demonstrate the fluidity of environmental governmentality and varying tactics that can be used to
achieve a plurality of aims. Environmental governmentality and its consequences are not static;
they are fluid and cannot be disassociated from other embedded meanings and practices such as
gender. Exploring gendered discourses and experiences in biogas as well as distinctions between
men and women’s ideological understandings of biogas provides a more nuanced and fluid
understanding of environmental governmentality and the role of multiple subjectivities.

Women in Biogas Promotion
Household benefits of biogas are well documented and widely accepted by biogas users –
both men and women. By replacing firewood as a cooking fuel, biogas reduces women’s
workloads and improves indoor air quality, which also improves respiratory health. Kitchens are
free of the black smoke residue on the walls, ceilings, and utensils. Reduction in firewood usage
enhances forest conservation. Such benefits are recognized by both men and women – and are
also the basis for biogas promotional materials, as seen in Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3 in Chapter 5.
BSP, in conjunction with various other entities, promotes biogas through posters, brochures,
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songs, and even a television sit-com.

Despite the promotional medium, women figure

prominently.
The posters in Figures 5.1, 5.2, and 5.3 from Chapter 5 portray the improved quality of
life for women by showing improved health and reduced drudgery. The poster in Figure 5.3
(reprinted below with Figure 6.1) moves from simply showing biogas’ benefits to women and
families to placing the decision to build biogas with the woman. The poster is to encourage
individuals to take a loan in order to build biogas. The justifications provided are the benefits
commonly demonstrated in visual media as seen in Figures 5.1 and 5.2 of Chapter 5: cleaner
cooking, no firewood needed, improved health, improved vegetable garden, no artificial
fertilizer, and time and lighting for both home-based industry and studying. The goal in this
poster is to not only convince the viewer of biogas benefits and taking a loan, but specifically
showing how the user will save money and will thus be able to repay the loan. While benefits
enjoyed by the entire household are shown in the center, it is a woman who is making the
decision to take a loan and switch to biogas. Other promotional materials center on the man as
the one taking the loan, such as the poster in Figure 6.2, but this poster is receiving attention here
for its focus on the woman and her central role in biogas adoption from decision to
implementation.
The work being done to make credit readily available to farmers to build biogas is in
stark contrast to the previous difficulties in obtaining credit. Recall Subhashini’s difficulties in
trying to secure a loan described in Chapter 5. For her, biogas is “heaven” not only because of
its benefits, but the new programs to make credit available. Her experience of trying to secure a
loan in the early 1990s stands in contrast to the current climate of trying to make loans more
readily available and convenient.
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Figure 6.1 (left): “Energy Loan, Micro-Finance Organization for Loans.” Source: Alternative
Energy Promotion Center, BSP-Nepal, Winrock International-Nepal.
Figure 6.2 (right): “Sustainable Forest Management and Livelihood are One Resource:
Biogas.” As with previous figures, this poster represents biogas benefits to the family, but also
calls more attention to forest connections. Source: Alternative Energy Promotion Center, BSPNepal, Winrock International-Nepal, and FECOFUN.

Biogas in Song and Television
Posters are only one way in which biogas is promoted. Field promoters compose biogas
promotional songs.

Songs have also been commissioned by BSP.

In these songs, and

accompanying video in the case of BSP, benefits focus on improved health, no smoke, reduced
drudgery, forest conservation, cleaner homes, good fertilizer and compost, similar to the visuals
found in posters. However, these songs can do more than list the benefits to the households –
some also introduce an element of women’s liberation.
In the middle of one such song, the singing stops and cuts to an arranged marriage
meeting. A young woman says, “Yes, mother. But if there is no biogas in the home, then I will
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not marry,” after which the video cuts away to the potential groom and his father exchanging
glances and nodding in agreement. Later in the song, it cuts back to the potential father-in-law
who decides, “After building biogas, we will have the marriage.” A short dramatized television
program also promotes biogas by placing it as the point of tension between the families of two
young people who want to marry. Such a scenario is not limited to biogas promotional stunts.
Stories of village women refusing an arranged marriage if there is no biogas in their husband’s
home has become the stuff of urban legends among biogas NGO workers in Kathmandu. While
it is certainly only anecdotal evidence (no one I met fit this story line and when I inquired about
the possibility of such an occurrence locally, I received confused and incredulous looks as an
answer), such a promotion tactic for biogas reinforces the narrative of biogas as liberation from
drudgery work for women by suggesting biogas could be a precondition for marriage,
particularly when the bride comes from a home with biogas.
Such promotional discourses serve to inform an environmental subjectivity that
empowers women. As Foucault explains, governments have a plurality of aims. In the context
of this research, those aims relate to a people-energy-environment nexus. By fostering specific
environmental subjectivities, individuals will make energy choices that will conserve
environmental resources while improving quality of life and creating energy independence.
Thus, there are a plurality of aims to be achieved through biogas adoption.

But these

promotional discourses focusing on gender also highlight the role of productive power and nonsovereign power. Power “traverses and produces things” (Foucault 1980, 119), such as the
knowledge that quality of life can improve with biogas and that women can have a key role in
that decision process. Women in turn are expressing non-sovereign power when biogas becomes
a negotiating point in marriage arrangements. Power pervades the social body and can manifest
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in a multitude of ways. However, modeling such progressive power dynamics in promotional
material does not make it a reality for all.

Women in Biogas Industry
The biogas sales, component manufacturing, and construction is a male-dominated
industry; however, women are present throughout the industry. There are a few women owned
and operated biogas companies. BSP is sensitive to including women in the industry and
provides awards accordingly to women for their work in promoting and building biogas. While
the role of women in the biogas industry is outside of my core research inquiries, I did have the
opportunity to interview a woman in biogas sales that complements this exploration of gendered
experiences with biogas and women in biogas promotion. I met with Sadhika who won an award
for supervising the installation of many biogas plants and frequently visiting “the field” to
promote biogas among villagers. Her husband is unemployed and it falls upon her to be the
primary earner for their household of six. She explains the difficulty of being a field agent,
“There are not many women who can do this type of work. It is so because women also have to
look after the household works. It’s not like your country. Women here have to do a lot of
physical work at home and it is not possible for them to be busy in the household work as well as
work outside.” She went on to explain that the family was reluctant to allow her to do such work
in the beginning; it caused much family tension that lingers today, particularly in her relationship
with her in-laws even though she has managed to “change their attitudes” regarding her work
(Interview January 26, 2010).
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Gendered Experiences in Biogas
Respondents, both men and women, commonly cited the household benefits that are
expounded in songs, television programs, and in promotional literature. One CFUG chairperson,
a man, explained, “There is no smoke and the house is clean. You have your own gas and can
have a light. Biogas makes fertilizer for the fields. Biogas is good for forests. It is good for
health. Biogas makes the wife’s work easier, which benefits the family.” In a similar vein, a
young female college student explained why she and her mother use biogas, “Without biogas, we
need firewood. To cook with firewood is hot, time consuming, and dirty. The smoke affects the
lungs. Cylinder gas is expensive and is from the outside (meaning it is imported). Biogas is
cheap and makes a clean environment. There are many benefits to biogas” (Interview October
11, 2007). The common refrains from both men and women are that biogas is easy, it makes the
home cleaner, it improves health, and it protects the forest.
Some respondents were clear to state that the household benefits of biogas accrue
primarily to the women. The problems of obtaining firewood and the importance of forest
conservation were also commonly cited. The exchange below with Lakshya, a Kumari CFUG
committee member, is illustrative of these topics.
Shaunna: What are the benefits of biogas for your family?
Lakshya: We are safe from pollution. It has contributed to make environment
clean. We can prevent diseases; we can be healthy. It is time saving; we can
cook within five minutes. There are so many benefits that I cannot tell you all. It
is beyond description. It is so useful for us, the women.
Shaunna: Why did you install biogas?
Lakshya: We have the problem of firewood. We don’t have to destroy the forest;
we have to save it. Using biogas does not need to cut down trees; we can just
bring fodder. When we need firewood, we don’t even save a sapling. Biogas
saves forest. Now we have biogas in every house; this is good both for forest and
our health. In the past a lot of smuggling (of firewood) used to happen.
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While the smoke and ease of cooking are more related to women’s labor issues, men also cited
these benefits as benefits for the entire household. However, not all households value the
potential benefits of biogas.
Households employ multiple energy strategies to meet their daily cooking needs. For
example, a household may use a combination of firewood, cylinder gas, and electricity (electric
rice cooker) as in the case of a 42 year-old farmer from Kaanchi CFUG, whom I will call Maya.
The household now consists of Maya and her husband as their two grown sons live elsewhere.
Although Maya has cylinder gas, she uses it sparingly as it is expensive (1250 NPR per tank) and
in so doing, a single tank will last her ten months. When there is electricity (load shedding is a
daily occurrence) she uses a rice cooker for the rice. But the staple energy source for cooking is
firewood, which she collects from the forest, from her farm fields, and from the twigs left over
from fodder. She does have a smokeless stove that burns firewood more efficiently which results
in less firewood being needed. A few homes around her, including her brother-in-law’s family,
have biogas. I asked her about biogas in the following exchange:
Shaunna: How did you come to know about biogas?
Maya: I have not much heard about it. I could not decide to construct it since it
takes a lot of money to construct it and I cannot bring the materials on my back.
(conversation shifts to other topics before returning to biogas)
Shaunna: Do you like to install biogas?
Maya: My son and daughter-in-law suggested that I not make it. Therefore,
merely my wish does not work.
Shaunna: Why do they say so?
Maya: (whispering) I don’t know. He is often outside home and he rarely visits
home. I could not dare to construct it since they have asked me not to make it.
(Interview January 20, 2010).
Maya was hesitant to speak to me from the beginning of our conversation. In the beginning of
the interview, she gave only short responses and the CFUG committee member who was with me
answered some questions on Maya’s behalf. Once my colleague left and others clustered around
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listening to us lost interest and moved on, then Maya provided the account above. The decision
to build biogas is a household decision. Household power dynamics, and the relative lack of
power for some women in certain household decision making arrangements, can also be a factor
in not building biogas. A common reason given for not building biogas is financial constraint,
however more complex power dynamics and family relations can also be at play behind the
scenes. In Prakriti CFUG, a farmer in her 50s explained why she doesn’t have biogas, “I was
thinking to install it but my children did not agree with it. We have to keep cattle if we install
biogas. It’s hard for me to keep cattle” (Interview April 17, 2010).
A ten minute walk down the hillside from Maya’s house, I interviewed a 28 year-old
woman whose husband works in the Forest Office. When we arrived, the husband went into the
kitchen and made tea. When we went into the kitchen, my CFUG committee member guide
insisted I take a picture of the wife stirring tea. The husband was pushed to the side, I snapped
the photo, and she handed the ladle back to her husband, and we went outside to chat on the
porch while her husband finished making tea. This is an illustrative example of changes wrought
in kitchen engagement through biogas. In a similar vein, Kirti explains,
It’s easy and quick to cook what we like [with biogas]. And every family member
can cook no matter son or daughter. In the context of Nepal, sons rarely enter into
the kitchen. All the cooking responsibility goes to the daughter. But since biogas
is easy and it’s not boring anyone can go and prepare their tea. This is not the
case with firewood. This is easy and good too.
(Interview December 11, 2007).
Kirti’s perspective echoes other women who claimed that before biogas, their husbands would
not so much as make tea because of the difficulty of cooking with firewood but that with the ease
of using biogas their husbands, or other family members, are more willing to make tea.
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“We Are Not Free”: Biogas as Liberation
A qualitative researcher’s introduction to the private spaces in which she conducts her
inquiries can set the tone for the interactions that follow. During my fieldwork, I relied on
several people to guide me around the villages and introduce me to families to interview. One
Jhapa guide in particular, Kirti, was more audacious than most. On several occasions, after we
entered a courtyard, she would shout out for the woman of the household proclaiming that an
American sister had come to talk to the women of the household about biogas – and that we
would only talk to the women of the house as they were they ones who actually did the work and
knew about it, adding that the men didn’t really know about biogas. I was mortified the first
time she did this, as this did not reflect my intent. But, as I quickly discovered, her rhetoric
effectively created an empowered space that allowed women to speak freely and frankly.
Kirti took me to a large brightly painted two-story cement house, clearly new and clearly
expensive to construct. She introduced me to the quiet daughter-in-law of the house, Samata,
whose husband works abroad. We chatted on the porch while the laundry dried on the line
outside. Although the interview was brief, Samata gave voice to what other women alluded to,
but did not explicitly state. At the close of the interview, I asked Samata if she had any questions
for me, and this is the exchange that followed:
Samata: See this is the work of the woman. We are busy in the household work
like taking care of the children and the cattle. But when we get an opportunity to
meet and work in a group we learn many things. The women here are so
backward. We sit in the homes and work.
Kirti: Men in Nepal close the women within the four walls of the house and they
do not let them go out.
Samata: We don’t have freedom. If we have to go out somewhere, we have to
take permission from the man of the house. Otherwise, … laughter …
Kirti: Otherwise, they don’t let us get inside the house. We have to search for
another man … laughter …
Samata: It is not to that extent but ... laughs.
(Interview December 12, 2007).
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Samata and Kirti are speaking more broadly about women and women’s empowerment. Men
commonly go abroad to find work, sending money home to households of the women, children,
and elderly they leave behind. The women left behind want more opportunities for themselves.
Community forest user groups can, and do, provide some opportunities in the form of committee
involvement (for a select few) and various training programs targeting women from the broader
community.
Kaanchi CFUG provides an interesting example of empowerment as it had only recently
been converted from a mixed-gender committee to a women’s only committee. The following
exchange is between a former male CFUG leader and two women in the new committee:
Bandhu: We conducted here a women literacy and good governance class to
make women more aware. After the operation of the women literacy class, we,
the users decided to give the [community forest] leadership role to them. They
also readily accepted it requesting us to give them back support. Thus, men
showed their willingness to support them and the women took the leadership role.
Reena: We have been taking help from men.
Kunjana: We have to learn from their experiences. We have to learn from them
the things we don’t know and go on working on our own. After we attended the
literacy and good governance classes, we had elaborate discussion. We came to
know that we could contribute for the development of village and nation if we did
not limit ourselves in the kitchen. Then after, we got ready to take responsibility
and we have started working on it. We have learnt some things and there are
some left to learn. We are confident that we will learn many things in the days to
come. We realized that we have fallen back since we were ignorant in some
matters. We, all the sisters became aware that we don’t learn anything by staying
back; we have to move forward to learn. We have been taking the leadership for
a year and they have been guiding us on the basis of the ten-year long experience
they gained in the course of their work. We are working on the basis of this. We
hope that we can make new programs successful like them. [Referring to the
men. She gives a great sense of respect while addressing “men” in this context.
The word she frequently uses “uhaharu” is an indication of it]. We think that it
would be really good if initiatives were taken to bring such development and
people’s awareness raising programs to our Group. We have been successfully
doing the programs that have come to us and we will do in the same way on the
days to come.
(Interview January 19, 2010).
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This exchange demonstrates multiple ways in which community forestry can enhance women’s
development and empowerment: through awareness, literacy, and leadership roles. However,
assuming community forest leadership is not without its hardships. The following day in a
private setting, Kunjana provided this candid account:
… Moreover, it is so hard to work in the group. Now the responsibility of
implementing a lot of works go to the women in this community forest since the
responsibility has been transferred to them recently. The women have to invest a
lot of their time in their household work before preparing for community work.
We are really feeling it’s hard [to bear all of these responsibilities]. We have been
doing the programs that take one or two days time like that of creating awareness
about biogas or improved stove. Till now we have not begun the program like
that of planting herbs. But we would not hesitate to implement such programs if
they were introduced by some organizations in the future.
(Interview January 20, 2010).
Assuming full leadership of the forest is done in addition to existing household responsibilities,
making time difficult to manage. Despite the difficulties, women manage the community forest
as they are the predominant forest users.
When men go outside or abroad to work, they leave women behind in the village with
more responsibility in the reproduction of the household, making biogas even more desirable as a
labor saving device. Women commonly describe biogas as being “easy” and “quick.” Many
women speak of biogas enabling multi-tasking. Now, they can both cook and go do other
needed work whereas before they needed to constantly attend to the fire while cooking and could
not walk away. Women with small children said that biogas allows them to plan and have a
more structured evening when the children come home from school because the amount of time
it takes to cook on biogas is predictable and consistent. One of the major benefits of biogas
espoused by biogas proponents is that it replaces firewood, and thus eliminates time-intensive
labor invested in collecting it. As one woman in Jureli CFUG said,
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It’s good because we don’t have to go to fetch firewood and it’s easy to cook. We
don’t have to blow the fire and we don’t have to face the problem of carrying
firewood. Since we keep cattle, we can use dung and it will be easy to cook food.
We can even cook our food when we have fallen sick. We don’t have to blow the
fire amid smoke and it is so quick to cook. It’s really good. Biogas is easy.
(Interview October 4, 2007).
The ease of cooking with biogas, particularly amongst large families, and the reduced need to
collect firewood are commonly cited benefits.
However, switching to biogas does not eliminate the use of firewood completely. Many
women still cook milk and meat on firewood; they say that the taste is not good if prepared on
biogas. Also, many households have insufficient biogas production in cold months so they must
use another energy source. Most depend upon firewood, but families with the means necessary
use cylinder gas as their energy back-up. Even if biogas could provide for all cooking needs,
farmers cook food for their cattle over firewood – the collection of which falls disproportionately
on women. So, while biogas can reduce the drudgery in collecting firewood for daily family
meal preparation, it does not eliminate the need to collect and carry firewood for other household
reproduction needs.

“First Nepal Does It”: Biogas as National Pride
“First Nepal does it, then India does it, then the world” (Interview September 21, 2007).
While this is not an accurate model of diffusion, what Narendra’s statement does demonstrate is
the position of both biogas and community forestry in national pride. Male respondents had a
greater tendency to describe biogas as a source of national pride, an argument that they often tied
to Nepal’s position as a global model for community forestry. They argued that Nepal is
renowned for its forests and community forestry, and that Nepal’s community forestry model is
being exported and replicated elsewhere. By extension, they argued that the way in which Nepal

190

promotes, funds, and builds biogas will also be exported and replicated, bringing more national
pride for Nepal. As one man explained, “Biogas isn’t just sustainable development, it is big
development. We can be self-reliant in energy. This is big development” (Interview 2007). In a
similar vein, another respondent in Jureli CFUG claimed, “Cylinder gas comes from other
places, but biogas doesn’t. This is a big development” (Interview October 5, 2007)
While both men and women linked biogas to sustainable development, it is men who are
more likely to factor in self-reliant renewable energy as a national good. If women mentioned
cylinder gas as an undesirable alternative to biogas, they tended to focus on the expense of it.
Men, however, went beyond the expense and unreliability of cylinder gas in the marketplace to
specifically single out dependence on India and other foreign countries to meet energy needs as
undesirable; thus raising the importance of biogas. As one man explained, “We do not need
expensive cylinder gas to cook. We can cook from our own biogas. Biogas is what is needed for
development” (Interview 2007). Predominantly male biogas users are linking their household
energy choices to larger discourses of national pride, sustainable development, and energy
independence. Such discourses had previously been associated with community forestry, and are
now being extrapolated to biogas technology.

Discussion
An estimated 2.4 billion people worldwide rely on burning biomass for cooking and
heating. Cooking with firewood and other biomass in small indoor spaces creates respiratory
health problems, suffered disproportionately by women and children; with an estimated 1.6
million people worldwide who die of respiratory problems stemming from indoor air pollution
annually – nearly 1 million of whom are children (Practical Action 2009). Additionally, the

191

burden of collecting firewood falls disproportionately to women and young girls, who can spend
up to three hours daily collecting and hauling firewood. Switching to alternative energy systems,
such as biogas technology, has the potential to stem such serious health problems, liberate
women from the drudgery of firewood collection, and enhance environmental protection.
The adoption of biogas technology is a family affair; and yet promotional materials tend
to focus on women and benefits to them. When women talk about biogas, it is more about
personal liberation – cooking is easier, less work, improved health, multi-tasking, more control
over their daily lives. When men talk about biogas, they include national pride in energy
independence and Nepal as a global example for sustainable development. While the gendered
division here is blurred – that is, some men and women recognized both the personal liberation
and national pride aspects – such perceptions largely varied by gender. Such differences are
rooted in differential material experiences with securing a family’s energy needs. If we take
environmental governmentality as a way to understand how and why people come to think and
act in new ways in relation to the environment, what do such gendered divisions in biogas
perceptions mean for environmental governmentality? What insights can we gather from the
nexus of environmental governmentality, community forestry, biogas, and gender?
Such a discussion around gendered perspectives on biogas technology and community
forestry provides a nuanced and fluid understanding of environmental governmentality where
differential ideological underpinnings inform material practices. Environmental governmentality
depends upon environmental subjectivities, power, and knowledge production/discourse.
However, the different ideological understandings of biogas demonstrate the complex interplay
of multiple subjectivities, not simply environmental ones, in achieving government aims.
Framing biogas as personal liberation is tapping into gendered subjectivities and the changing
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social construction of gender roles and labor. Framing biogas as national pride and energy
independence is connected to subjectivities built on patriotism. Environmental governmentality
is built upon the interplay of multiple and overlapping subjectivities which can impact an
individual’s journey to adopting new behaviors and perceptions regarding environmental
relationships.
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CHAPTER 7
THE ALLURE OF CARBON TRADING

On a clear December day, I headed out with two FECOFUN activists and a biogas
company representative. Their objective was to hold two community meetings where farmers
would sign construction contracts for biogas. Information sessions had already been held and
the community forest user groups in those two communities were participating in a Ford
Foundation funded program to provide micro-credit loans to community forest users to build
biogas. The company representative explained the terms of the construction contract to each
individual – but not the carbon rights transfer clause at the bottom – and the buyer then signed.
A few were illiterate and dependent upon the representative’s explanation of the written
contract. A total of 30 households signed biogas contracts, and few read the contract – signing
over rights they may not have understood.
On our two-hour trek back to the motorable road, we passed through Gorkha’s famed
orange growing region. Orange trees were planted in terraces up and down the hillsides. Red
and blue plastic crates were stacked in the groves; some full of oranges waiting to be shipped to
Kathmandu, some empty waiting to be filled. We rounded a bend in the trail and the himals lay
before us, with the buildings of Gorkha Bazaar just small white dots clinging to the hillside in the
shadow of mighty mountains, their peaks rising from the clouds. It was the idyllic scene that
foreigners expect when they travel to Nepal for holiday trekking.
My FECOFUN companion looked at the scene before us, agitated. He pointed to the
himals in the distance, and then shouted, “Look at our mountains! They are becoming black!
When you go back to America, you tell Barack Obama that he needs to give Nepal money for
turning our beautiful white mountains black!” Indeed, the snow was only intermittent on the
high peaks. Those who live in its shadow tell stories of how the mountains are becoming
“black,” with the snows melting and not being replenished.

* * *

Reducing global greenhouse gas emissions is heralded as an attainable panacea for
climate change mitigation that is dependent upon a mix of government regulation, corporate
commitment, NGO programs, market measures and individual (or consumer) action. Solutions
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range from cleaning up industrial processes to hybrid cars to burning less firewood. Wood,
which releases CO2 when burned, is a common energy source upon which those living in
developing countries are disproportionately dependent.

The UNDP estimates that in all

developing countries combined, 42 percent of the population relies on wood for cooking (UNDP
2009). This varies among countries and among socio-economic class within countries, but with
billions of people who use wood for energy, various initiatives and programs are underway
globally to modernize energy sectors, install efficient burning cook stoves, and switch to
alternative energies for cooking (including biogas) all as part of global efforts to reduce
greenhouse gas emissions and improve both local and global environmental quality.
Nepal is one country where global narratives of climate change, carbon dioxide, and
reducing firewood dependence converge.

Wood is a primary energy source for cooking

throughout Nepal with an estimated 83 percent of rural inhabitants dependent on firewood.
Firewood can take up to three hours daily to collect, a task done predominantly by women.
Cooking over firewood creates harmful indoor air pollution that leads to respiratory illnesses,
suffered disproportionately by women and children.

Burning firewood also releases CO2

previously stored in the forest biomass (Bajgain and Shakya 2005). Firewood has been a focal
point over the past three decades in Nepal, first stemming from (often inflated) concerns over
deforestation in the hills, then as an obstacle to wildlife and biodiversity conservation, and now
as a global contributor to climate change through CO2 emissions.
One solution to the latest vilified account of firewood for energy is to displace the
firewood demand by installing household biogas anaerobic digesters to capture methane for
cooking.

Biogas reduces drudgery work and indoor air pollution by improving cooking

conditions while creating a locally produced clean renewable energy that reduces greenhouse gas
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emissions. Greenhouse gas emission reduction results from the combination of two factors.
First, the methane that would have been emitted regardless through natural processes of
decomposition is now harnessed for energy. When methane is burned it produces CO2 as a byproduct, but this is less potent than the original methane. Second, the emissions from the energy
source replaced by biogas are eliminated, or at least reduced.
It is here that the interests of households seeking an improved quality of life intersect
with government and NGOs seeking to capitalize on sustainable development.

Biogas

technology provides material benefits in improving households’ quality of life, while also
providing the government (and possibly communities) with potential carbon trading revenue
from biogas plants’ net reduction in greenhouse gas emissions. Biogas benefits also exist
between the scale of family and country - the community benefits from reduced air pollution
caused by firewood and from conservation of wood resources that in turn improve local
environments.

Furthermore, any reduction in greenhouse gas is beneficial to the global

environment and efforts to mitigate climate change.
Biogas is more than an inventive engineering technique to improve social and
environmental conditions by reducing firewood dependence. The introduction of carbon markets
and CDMs under the Kyoto Protocol mean another benefit can be derived from biogas – the
creation of a new commodity (carbon credits) that the Nepalese government can trade
internationally (Bajgain and Shakya 2005; Karki et al 2009). As several Nepali development
professionals eagerly claimed when interviewed, this new commodity will allow Nepal to
develop through “trade, not aid.”
Similarly, community forestry is more than a local council that manages forest resources
for social and environmental benefit. Such groups are also a mechanism by which larger social
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and environmental change can be realized, often in conjunction with programs funded by
international donors. The possibility of carbon credits from the UN’s proposed REDD program
also ties Nepal’s forest into potential global carbon trading networks. The intent of REDD is to
provide monetary incentive to developing countries to maintain and increase carbon stores, i.e.
forests.

While REDD has not yet been approved, Nepal is part of a pilot program to

operationalize REDD in select communities. These REDD Readiness programs are designed to
create a working model of how community forest user groups would reap financial benefit from
forest carbon stores. Gorkha is home to one of the REDD Readiness pilot regions in Nepal.
This chapter addresses the second core research question of this study, namely, how are
community forestry and biogas technology in Nepal situated in national and international
movements for sustainability, development, and carbon markets and how do those connections
influence the form and content of these specific programs in Nepal? As this introduction
demonstrates, biogas and community forestry in Nepal are embedded within changing global
forces. However, government intentions to participate in a potential global carbon market are
dependent upon the decisions of individual households and community action. This in turn
raises the specter of carbon rights – who owns the carbon and who has the right to reap monetary
benefit from its reduction or storage? While it remains to be seen what the national impact will
be from carbon trading revenues, it is the Kyoto Protocol and its mechanisms that have created
this new revenue opportunity and which provide the basis for the growing global debate on
carbon trading.
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Creating Carbon Commodities
In 1992, the UN formed the United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change
(UNFCCC) to recognize that human activity is driving climate change and that the impacts of
climate change are a common global concern. The Kyoto Protocol, signed in 1997 and entered
into force in 2005, stems from the UNFCCC as an international agreement that commits
signatories to reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

Under the agreement, 37 industrialized

countries and the European Union (but not the United States which has not ratified the Kyoto
Protocol), must reduce emissions to five percent below 1990 levels through national measures
with the option of also using three market-based mechanisms:

emissions trading, clean

development mechanism, and joint implementation. Industrialized signatories are expected to
assist developing countries along a path of clean development through technology transfer, trade,
and use of these market-based measures.
The trading of CO2 emissions, or simply carbon trading, is intended to help industrial
countries meet the Kyoto Protocol’s emission reduction expectations (by buying credits from
other countries) and for developing countries to pursue sustainable development projects that
reduce emissions thereby providing them with a marketable commodity (their “offset”
emissions). Creating these marketable emission credits is done through CDM projects that
reduce emissions more than what would have been emitted had the projects not be implemented.
The project needs to result in a net reduction of emissions compared to the pre-project
technology and it must be measurable and verifiable by an independent party. Through an
application and certification process, countries then earn certified emission reduction (CER)
credits for each ton of CO2 that has been saved, which are then sold for a profit (UNFCCC
2008a; MacKenzie 2009).

The CDM and emissions trading frameworks serve to link the
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environment and economy by placing a monetary value on ecosystem services and
commodifying carbon through the creation of CER credits (Boyd 2009). The CDM Executive
Board manages the CDM registration process and the granting of CER credits to countries for
specific emission reduction projects. As of 2011, the CDM Executive Board reported that there
are 3,258 registered CDM projects with an annual average of 490,619,899 CER credits; another
82 projects are requesting registration.
The market-based measures of the Kyoto Protocol are intended to provide parties with
both flexibility and cost efficient means of meeting their greenhouse gas emission reductions.
The CDM allows developed countries to offset their CO2 emissions through projects in
developing countries. Developing countries, in turn, voluntarily participate in CO2 mitigation
efforts in exchange for payments from developed countries. These emission offset programs are
either in the energy sector (reduce emissions) or forest programs (sequester atmospheric CO2
into tree growth) (Boyd 2009). The CDM itself represents a core compromise of the Kyoto
Protocol – that developing countries should not be subject to an emissions cap and that reducing
emissions cost effectively needs to include developing countries (MacKenzie 2009).

Such

programs are intended to be an attractive development option allowing developing countries to
“leap” ahead to cleaner low carbon development while improving citizens’ quality of life.
Despite such claimed advantages, the Kyoto Protocol is routinely criticized.
Calculations that indicate “deforestation and livestock in developing nations contributed
to global climate warming” are seen as unfairly stigmatizing the difficult economic realities of
developing countries (Rosenbaum 2002, 368). Economists, and the Clinton administration,
argued that developing countries could reduce fossil fuel emissions more cheaply than developed
countries (Rosenbaum 2002; MacKenzie 2009; IEG World Bank 2010).

But this stance

199

privileges advanced development status while “thrusting the abatement burden as much as
possible onto others” (Rosenbaum 2002, 368). Market solutions to climate change, specifically
carbon trading, reinforce disproportionate North-South relations and allocate polluting rights to
countries unfairly based on 1990 emission levels, thus privileging already developed countries
(Liverman 2009). Countries with political and economic clout crafted the flexible mechanisms
for their own interests. As Liverman (2009) argues, “the market solution to climate mitigation
was proposed by powerful states who used both discursive and political economic power to
modify Kyoto to serve their interests and in doing so set the stage for very modest carbon
reductions that did little to reduce the risks of climate change” (295).
To make the carbon commodity viable, a complex global governance system is needed;
“the creation, sale and surveillance of carbon credits require a complex set of new institutions
and techniques to ensure the stability of the millions invested in the new carbon economy”
(Liverman 2009, 295; see also MacKenzie 2009; IEG World Bank 2010). The discourses and
governance mechanisms at international and national scales often do not reflect, adequately
account for, or acknowledge the complexities and existing local institutions and knowledges in
communities where programs (particularly forest-based ones) are implemented (Boyd 2009).
Furthermore, the verification and surveillance of carbon credits (is the program really reducing
CO2 by the claimed amount?) is an expensive and time-consuming process – potentially years
and hundreds of thousands of dollars spent before the first ton of carbon is traded.
This leads into arguments that the new carbon trading economy is another manifestation
of colonialism. The Centre for Science and the Environment in India is commonly referenced in
discussions of carbon colonialism (see Bachram 2004; Liverman 2009). As Bachram (2004)
summarizes, “The Centre for Science and the Environment India observes that so-called carbon-
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fixing projects are in reality opening the door to a new form of colonialism, which utilizes
climate policies to bring about a variation on the traditional means by which the global South is
dominated” (6). Essentially, the argument is that “carbon trading is a new form of colonialism
whereby the north is able to maintain its consumption by paying southern communities a
pittance” for various carbon reducing projects (Liverman 2009, 294). Thus, the global North
keeps emitting, without much change to lifestyles, and the burden of behavior changes to save
the planet is displaced to the global South. Bachram (2004) argues that emissions trading is an
extension of European enclosure of the commons with the atmosphere being the newest
commons subject to enclosure. Whoever controls credits, controls the atmosphere and those
with the controlling stake are the highest polluters, stakes that were determined based on historic
emission levels.
The Kyoto Protocol’s emissions trading mechanism spawned a voluntary carbon offset
(VCO) market parallel to it. VCOs are driven by companies and individuals who want to do
more than government policy allows, or who want to enter emissions trading even when
governments do not (such as the United States) (Bumpus and Liverman 2008). The VCO market
is designed such that individuals, companies, or public entities can purchase credits that are
created by various ventures that somehow contribute to a reduction of greenhouse gas emissions
(Lovell, Bulkeley, and Liverman 2009). Over 150 companies market carbon offsets that link
various projects in the far-flung reaches of the world with consumers who want to offset their
carbon footprint.

The accompanying stories of specific offset projects are what give the

commodity of a carbon offset its value (ibid). There are questions as to the efficacy and equality
of such programs. Corbera and Brown (2010) argue that in forest carbon offset programs, the
rural poor do not receive the economic benefits that such projects are intended to provide. They
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argue that property rights over trees are not sufficient for equitable economic benefit, “because
benefits may result from combining landowners and communities’ property right and labour with
other actors such as capital, expertise, and technology, which can only be provided by carbon
buyers and project developers” (1741).
In short, what was intended to be common but differentially shared responsibility for
reducing emissions has instead become another form of domination by the economically and
politically powerful. Despite criticisms of the Kyoto Protocol and its flexible mechanisms, CDM
projects and carbon emission reduction schemes are in full swing. Trees are being planted,
renewable energy technologies are being built, and landfills are getting capped. Whether such
initiatives are enough to produce the needed reduction in emissions is debatable. Regardless, the
CDM and emissions trading schemes march on, with mixed results and continued controversy.
With the Kyoto Protocol entering into force in 2005, Nepal began the process of having
biogas registered as a CDM for the purpose of creating CER credits for trade. Despite the
problems encountered in this process (explored below), the government continues to work
towards getting CER credits for the biogas program. World Wildlife Fund-Nepal (WWF-Nepal)
is working through the VCO market to fund a biogas initiative in the Nepal Terai Arc Landscape
area.

The voluntary carbon market is seen as a mechanism to finance renewable energy

technology and additional sustainable development in the project landscape. Whether it is the
government initiative to have tradable CER credits or an NGO’s initiative to create a revenue
stream to specific communities through the voluntary market, the creation of carbon credits from
biogas plants in Nepal is dependent upon the decisions of hundreds of thousands of households
to switch to biogas and transfer their carbon trading rights to certified entities.
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Household Decisions with Global Connections
With biogas designated as a CDM and eligible for CER credits, biogas is now staunchly
embedded within global discourses of development, sustainability, and climate change. Biogas
and community forestry may be locally situated in their application, but as we saw in Chapter 4,
from their inception they have been connected to global forces in the form of donor financial
support. The launching of a coordinated government sponsored biogas program was in part a
response to rising oil prices that impacted fertilizer costs, a program that was initially funded
through financing from the Asian Development Bank.

Panchayat Forests, a precursor to

community forestry, were launched with support from various international donor organizations
including the World Bank, USAID, and other global north governments.
Community forestry, which remains heavily dependent upon donor support for
“programs,” represents a devolution of power intended to support local economic, social, and
environmental development. Biogas represents “development through the market” whereby
families can invest in a clean technology that improves quality of life while creating jobs and
carbon credit commodities.

The household benefits of biogas are widely known and it is

commonly those benefits that are used in the promotion of biogas, as shown in Chapter 5. Not
surprisingly, when asked about the benefits of biogas for their family, respondents listed the
elements that are commonly depicted in promotional materials. They discussed how biogas
improves health, makes the home cleaner, reduces work for women, and reduces reliance on
firewood. In addition, women spoke of the multi-tasking and planning they can now do as food
cooks consistently in a shorter time period. Despite such household level benefits, biogas is
connected to benefits beyond the household, just as community forestry is.
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The community forest is commonly seen as a community good with community wide
benefits. The CFUG conserves the forest so that everyone may have access to needed resources
and forest conservation helps to improve the local environment. As demonstrated in Chapter 5,
there is a general consensus that it is the role of the CFUG and the community (not the
government) to protect the forest and the environment. Community level benefits of the forest
are easier to identify as it is a resource that the community shares. Community level benefits of
biogas, however, are not as apparent. Biogas, as it is practiced in Nepal, is a technology
typically used by a single family. Thus, the connections across scale may not be apparent.
However, respondents did connect biogas to larger scale benefits.
The majority of respondents identified biogas’ benefits for their communities, beyond
their households. The most commonly cited such benefit is that biogas contributes to forest
conservation and thus benefits the community by conserving a communal resource. When asked
what the relationship is between the community forest and biogas, the consensus was that biogas
protects the forest and improves the environment; thus, CFUGs should promote biogas and
provide loans to the poor to build biogas. As one respondent said: “Biogas and the community
forest are closely related, while doing one, the other benefits. When people have biogas, no
firewood is needed, and the forest grows. Therefore, all households benefit” (Interview 2007).
Extending the benefits of biogas to national and international levels, respondents also
drew connections of environmental improvement. For example, several respondents continued
with the forest-biogas link by explaining that oxygen comes from forest protection and therefore
the world’s environment is protected when forests are protected.

Respondents commonly

explained that when biogas is used, the local environment will improve through cleaner air and
healthy forests – therefore, “everyone will benefit.” Similarly, if biogas is used in all villages,
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then the air will be clean, everyone’s health will improve, the environment will improve, and
more visitors may come to Nepal as a result. Consider the following interview excerpt from
Bhakti CFUG:
Shaunna: Is installing biogas beneficial for the nation as well?
Saguna: Yes.
Shaunna: What’s that benefit?
Saguna: People will not go to the forest to cut down the trees and thus the forest
will be saved. The herbs, firewood, lumber etc. could be conserved. This is how
it is beneficial for the nation.
Shaunna: Is this also beneficial for the entire world?
Saguna: Yes.
Shaunna: What is the benefit?
Saguna: People from the foreign countries will come to visit here.
Shaunna: Any other benefits?
Narottam (husband): The environment will be clean.
Saguna: [Repeats …]
(Interview February 7, 2010).
Connections are being drawn between household decisions to build biogas, improved
environmental conditions at local and global levels, and the national benefits of increased forest
production and tourism. While few discussed carbon dioxide and global warming, the discussion
of “cleaner air” and “oxygen” more broadly speaks to these issues. In short, as one respondent
succinctly phrased it, biogas “benefits all the world’s children, not just us” (Interview 2007).
Biogas company managers and FECOFUN representatives and facilitators represent
groups of individuals who have been trained in climate change discourse and the impact that
their work can have in climate change mitigation.

The following exchange is between a

FECOFUN representative (FR) and a biogas company manager (BCM):
Shaunna: What do you think is the relationship between CF and biogas? How is
this relationship?
BCM: This is like nail and flesh. The more biogas plants we can install, the more
the forest will be saved. We have to do many things to make people install
biogas. Firstly, we have to make people aware. Then we have to identify his
financial situation. If they can, we give loan even from this community forest
office to such persons. We have to look for such group. They pay back the loan
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with interest. The more we install the plants the more the forest will be
conserved; this is the relationship. Benefits go to the health, environment, and
conservation of the forest sectors.
FR: Also, are the matters related to carbon.
BCR: Now in the national and international levels the matters of carbon are also
raised, but this is not understood by the farmers … (repeats) … Installation of
biogas helps to support the issues raised in national and international level. But in
regard of conserving the forest, the more biogas plants we install the more the
conservation of the forest. It supports the matters that are raised in the national
and international level. But if we didn’t install biogas, we have to go to the forest
(to bring the firewood) since this is our only source (of energy). During your stay
in Nepal, you saw that we don’t have sufficient power for light. We don’t have
line in the evening when we have to cook our food and the children have to study.
This is the problem we are facing. In such a situation, we cannot imagine using
electric heater to cook our foods. Cylinder gas is also expensive. Therefore, the
firewood that is available in the forest is the only thing that is easily available
when we don’t have money. We have to install biogas in order to control the use
of firewood from the forest. We have to go through many stages to install biogas
in a village.
(Interview October 20, 2009).
Clearly, biogas is being linked to forest conservation. Biogas is also being associated as a viable
alternative to firewood, electric appliances, and expensive cylinder gas. However, there is a
recognition that biogas is connected to national and international discourses, specifically in
regards to carbon – a topic with which many farmers are unfamiliar.

Linking Local Practices to Global Carbon Markets: Carbon Credits
There are two parallel programs operating in Nepal that seek to capitalize on international
carbon trading. The largest is the national initiative to earn CER credits that will then continue
to fund the renewable energy sector. The second, smaller program is a WWF initiative to
encourage forest conservation in national park buffer zone areas. Each is explored below.
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Aggregating Household Biogas: The National Initiative
The value of biogas extends beyond household and local environmental benefits. In a
globalized context, any initiative to sequester carbon or reduce greenhouse gas emissions, such
as reducing wood combustion by converting to biogas, may impact the aggregate global effects
of greenhouse gas emissions and can generate revenue through the sale of carbon credits.
However, the bulk of biogas’ history in Nepal has not been linked to greenhouse gas emission
reduction discourses. As a former Chairman of GGC explained,
We were not very much familiar with the saving of this emission of the carbon
dioxide and all, we have not calculated that way. Just we used to construct
biogas. What we found is that we had been saving a lot of trees. We had been
saving the health problem of the ladies of the village. We cannot quantify how
much health has been protected (Interview March 22, 2010).
Carbon emission reduction was not an impetus for the initial biogas promotion, but rather has
become part of the evolving discourses surrounding biogas benefits. While the basics of biogas
benefits to households have not changed, carbon trading creates financial incentive on the part of
the government to foster adoption of biogas technology among rural households.
Nepal’s biogas is an approved CDM under the UNFCCC guidelines. By replacing
firewood, one biogas plant was initially estimated to save 7.4 tons of greenhouse gas emissions
annually. That estimate has slowly been reduced as the World Bank and CDM Executive Board
modify the methodology used to calculate greenhouse gas emissions saved by biogas usage -first to 4.99 tons per plant, (NBPG 2007) to more recently 1.27 tons per plant.
Since 2005, the Nepalese government has been working to get CER credits through the
UNFCCC. Although there are over 250,000 biogas plants, only a fraction of them are currently
registered as eligible for CER credits.

Biogas plants are aggregated into clusters of

approximately 20,000 plants and each cluster is then submitted as a project for CER credits. For
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example, 19,396 biogas plants built between November 1, 2003 and April 6, 2005 were the first
to be registered as a CDM project.

However, while CDM status was granted, that first

application to have biogas approved for CER credits was rejected due to unsatisfactory
independent assessment (UNFCCC 2008b).
Before the application for CER credit was rejected, the World Bank’s Community
Development Carbon Fund had already agreed to purchase one million tons of greenhouse gas
emission reductions from the biogas program through Nepal’s AEPC and made payments to
Nepal for fiscal years 2004-2005 and 2005-2006 (Gordan and Jelinek 2006). The World Bank’s
Community Development Carbon Fund was established in 2003 as one of multiple “carbon
funds” created through the World Bank “as a pilot device for testing practical approaches to the
novel challenges of defining, creating, and trading the carbon commodity, and integrating it with
development goals” (IEG World Bank 2010, 73). The World Bank later concluded that projects
for biogas, along with methane recovery, cement, and transportation, “performed below
expectations” (IEG World Bank 2010, 77). The Nepalese government has continued working to
get the approved CER credits for biogas, a time consuming and costly process dependent largely
upon a limited number of Global North-based consultancy firms to assess, monitor, and verify
the program and application process.
The potential for a monetary windfall from biogas-based carbon trading raises questions
as to whose interest the money will serve. While the parties in question prepare a new CER
application and explore possibilities in the voluntary market, they continue to debate how income
generated from carbon trading should be used, specifically what percentage should be used for
biogas program management, research, and development, and what percentage should be used
for subsidies to farmers to build biogas. Each household that builds biogas receives a subsidy
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funded by the Nepalese, Dutch, and German governments. The goal is to make the biogas
program self-sufficient through carbon trading whereby subsidies to future farmers and the cost
of maintaining the biogas management program will be paid out of the carbon revenues and not
donor financial support.
Regardless, it is the aggregate decisions of hundreds of thousands of individual
households to build biogas that make carbon trading at the international level possible. In order
for the government of Nepal to benefit monetarily from the carbon reductions made possible by
biogas usage, individual households must choose to invest their personal funds into building
biogas plants. Yet that choice is based on the household benefits of biogas, not the fact that the
government or other national organizations will trade the surplus value (greenhouse gas emission
reductions) of a farmer’s biogas plant. Based on interviews in the field, few biogas users
recognize that Nepal can receive monetary benefits from carbon trading that is made possible
through their household biogas usage. Biogas remains an attractive energy option for rural
farmers regardless of the existence of the carbon market, but the promise of carbon revenue to
fund the biogas program provides incentive to continue promoting and financing this renewable
energy technology.

Aggregating Household Biogas: Terai Arc Landscape Initiative
WWF-Nepal is operating a parallel program to funnel revenue from the VCO market
directly back into communities that build biogas. The program is located in a region known as
the “Terai Arc Landscape” (TAL), a WWF sponsored biodiversity conservation project that
spans Nepal and India. This region is home to large mammals including elephants, tigers, and
rhinos. There are four protected areas and their buffer zones located in the Nepali TAL. The
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biogas carbon offset project is located in buffer zone villages.

One objective is to make

biodiversity conservation “pay.” By not encroaching on forests for firewood, villagers help
conserve biodiversity and habitat, and get paid to do it in the form of VCO payments (Gurung
2007; WWF 2008).
The project includes 7,500 biogas plants in the TAL, estimated to save 21,088 tons of
CO2 emissions annually (The Gold Standard 2008). Carbon offset revenues have already begun
to arrive through the Gold Standard Biogas VER Project. Such “Gold Standard” credits are
parallel to the CDM CER markets, include only renewable energy and energy conservation
projects, and can sell for 10-20% higher (MacKenzie 2009). All of the offset revenues go to pay
for biogas in the communities, monitoring and evaluation of the plants, and once the biogas is
paid for, will be used for other community sustainable development activities. This VCO
program in Nepal’s TAL has a long term vision to establish a community mechanism to manage
carbon offset profits for sustainable development in those communities that build biogas. This
program is markedly different from the larger government carbon trading program which plans
to use profits from carbon trading to continue running a national program for biogas and
construction subsidies to future households building biogas.

Carbon Rights
Trading in carbon credits accumulated from household biogas plants relies on the
aggregate decisions of individual households to switch to renewable biogas technology, and to
transfer their carbon trading rights to the government. The Nepalese government provides each
household with a subsidy to build biogas; by accepting this subsidy, households transfer future
carbon revenue to the government. The family does not receive the subsidy money directly;
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rather, the biogas construction company receives the subsidy after construction is complete. The
stated goal is for carbon trading revenue to be used to continue the renewable energy program,
provide subsidies to future farmers, and help Nepal achieve financial independence in its biogas
sector. But, this is dependent upon the explicit transfer of carbon rights from the household to
the government and WWF-Nepal (for biogas in the TAL project described above).
The following statement is found on each biogas contract (See Appendix B for contract
and its translation). By signing the contract to build biogas, the farmer also agrees to the
following:
In addition to this, I the User agree that since I have obtained the grant available
for this plant in accordance with the regulation of Nepal, through this agreement, I
fully transfer all the benefits including legal rights, incomes, loans, interests that
can be obtained due to the greenhouse gas emission reduction from this plant to
Alternative Energy Promotion Centre, or World Wildlife Fund, or any other
organization that has been appointed. In addition to transferring rights that can be
obtained from greenhouse gas emission reduction, I also agree to transfer the
making of the necessary documents and implementation activities to Alternative
Energy Promotion Centre, or World Wildlife Fund, or any other organization that
has been appointed. It was known that income that comes from these rights will
be spent by Alternative Energy Promotion Centre, or World Wildlife Fund, or any
other organization that has been appointed for grant or technical help for other
farmers who want to build biogas.
The statement is written in dense language. When I asked farmers to read it and tell me what it
meant, many were not sure of its intent. As the opening vignette of this chapter revealed, I
accompanied one biogas company representative to a village to sign farmers up for biogas
construction. He explained the first half of the contract, which is about the obligations of both
parties regarding biogas plant construction, but did not explain the carbon rights section. Then
farmers simply signed on the dotted line.
When asked if farmers understand what it is they are signing regarding their carbon
rights, industry representatives and development professionals said that the promoters in the field
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explain it when farmers sign the contract. Or, at least they are supposed to. And when they do,
people generally do not have a problem with it. Below is an illustrative interview excerpt with a
biogas company chairman in Jhapa:
Shaunna: The bottom of Sales Agreement states about climate change and carbon
credit, no? What does it mean to you?
Bishnu: Yes, it mentions about carbon credit. It is really hard to make the
farmers understand about this. Educated people can understand it. Carbon credit
can bring income to Nepal. World Bank or some other agency has purchased
carbon.
Shaunna: Right.
Bishnu: It is also coming to Nepal. This is good.
Shaunna: Do you speak about it while making people aware (of biogas)?
Bishnu: We do speak. We speak in short; it is not necessary to speak about this
in detail. They also don’t understand it. Our contribution helps our nation make
income. We tell them that this is the only source of income we have. Sustainable
development, sustainable income.
Shaunna: Right, what do you mean by sustainable development?
Bishnu: There are many matters. The program that gives us stability for a long
time. I think it must be something this. [Laughs …]
Shaunna: Do you mean that biogas and carbon credit programs are like
sustainable development?
Bishnu: I think they fall under sustainable development.
Shaunna: Do you think that the farmers well understand the things while signing
the carbon credit agreement document?
Bishnu: Not all of them understand it; 50 percent of them understand it.
[Interruption, phone conversation …]
Shaunna: Have they heard about it [before]?
Bishnu: Yes, they have heard through radio. They have heard the radio news that
the foreigners give money for biogas. [Laughter …]
(Interview March 12, 2010).
Those charged with building and promoting biogas are more likely to understand the potential
benefit in carbon credit revenue, but those actually purchasing a biogas system may not. As this
company chairman explains, many farmers do not understand carbon credits. Instead, there is a
general understanding that foreigners give money to Nepal for biogas, but a lack of
understanding on the mechanisms (global carbon trading market) that make this possible.
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Crediting the Forest: REDD and the Promise of Carbon Profits
As demonstrated earlier, biogas also comes to be seen as a needed technology to further
forest conservation objectives. As Kunjana, the chairperson of Kaanchi CFUG explained,
Since our group lacks fund, we stopped giving money for the school too. The
source of income of the group is from selling the forest products like lumber and
firewood. But these products are not available these days. Since the more carbon
our forest can absorb the higher priority the forest will get [in obtaining
assistance], the forest products are not sold outside these days. In the past, the
community forest used to bear the expenses of monthly salary of a teacher, but we
stopped it later on. These days the forest products rarely meet the demands of the
[local] users.
(Interview January 20, 2010).
Here she is referring to the possibility of the CFUG earning carbon credits through REDD,
should the program become operational. REDD is designed to encourage forest conservation in
developing countries by quantifying the amount of carbon sequestration in forest cover and
monitoring the increase in carbon storage over time so that a community can turn the increase in
carbon sequestration into carbon credits to trade in the international market. Biogas would help
to conserve the forest, which in turn would help to realize an alternative revenue stream through
standing carbon. In this scenario, biogas is linked across scale from the household to global
carbon markets, should REDD come to fruition.
During a group interview with the Thaado CFUG, a colleague from FECOFUN
(designated as FR) with whom I was traveling took the opportunity to talk about carbon and
climate change. In the following exchange, we can see that global discourses of climate change
are active in community forest groups:
FR: Regarding the forest, we can see that our village and the users are getting
direct benefits from the forest but if you see it, you can find that the big, industrial
nations have been giving off the smoke and dust in the environment which our
forest is absorbing. This is an indirect benefit of our forest.
Shekhar (CFUG Committee Member): Right. From environmental perspective, it
is serving the entire world.

213

FR: Our forest has absorbed what they have given off. But we cannot see this
directly.
Shekhar: Our green forest has played an important role in the entire world.
FR: You might have heard about the matters regarding jalabaayu paribartan
(climate change). A convention is going to he held in Copenhegan this coming
January. 192 countries are participating in the convention. Nepal is also
participating in the convention and our Federation (referring to FECOFUN) has
run the programs about climate change. We are running a model program in four
of the VDCs (village development committees).
Shekhar: The CF has claimed for the compensation, no?
FR: You are right.
Shekhar: We have been claiming compensation from the industrial nations.
FR: This is the issue the Federation is raising: The big industrial nations must pay
money to us because our forest has been absorbing the smoke, dust and gas. For
all this, they have to give money to Nepal and our community forest also must
obtain money.
Shekhar: The Federation obtaining money means we are getting money.
FR: Right.
Shaunna: Right.
Shekhar: If there is no forest, there will be no oxygen and it means there is no
way for survival.
FR: We are living easily because it (the forest) is absorbing carbon dioxide and
giving off oxygen.
(Thaado CFUG Committee Meeting/Interview October 22, 2009).
The above exchange demonstrates the rhetoric of how the forest is connected across scale and
embedded in international climate change discourses. Industrial nations pollute and forests can
help mitigate that pollution through carbon sequestration. Forest users groups, represented by
FECOFUN participate in the global climate change meetings, as included in the reference to the
Conference of Parties meeting (COP15) held in Copenhagen in December 2009. The forest
absorbs globally produced carbon dioxide and creates globally consumed oxygen.
Nepal is home to three pilot project areas to field test a REDD readiness program wherein
community members, through the CFUG, take part in climate change awareness programs and
learn how to measure their forest carbon stores. The objective is to be able to generate carbon
credits for trade through increasing forest carbon stores. Biogas can contribute to these efforts
by enhancing forest conservation through reduced reliance on firewood.

This newest
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environmental discourse on the value of forests requires knowledge production and awareness
that grafts onto existing environmental conservation sensitivities. Much like biogas promotion
materials explored in Chapter 5, visual representation is also needed in climate change awareness
and the promotion of the idea of forests as carbon stores. The poster in Figure 7.1 is used by
facilitators at community meetings, such as the one depicted in Figure 7.2, to explain the REDD
program, climate change, and the role of community forestry therein.

Figure 7.1 (left) “The Experience of the Forest in
Climate Change.”
This poster is used in
community meetings to explain climate change,
the relationship between climate change and the
forest, and the potential for partnerships and
revenue. Photograph by author.
Figure 7.2 (above). Community meeting with
representatives from multiple CFUGs learning
about the REDD program and climate change.
Photograph by author.

The potential for revenue through carbon trading is thus connected to both biogas and
community forestry independently. However, with biogas as a potential forest conservation tool,
it obtains yet additional value in potentially increasing carbon stores. In a meeting with the
Jureli CFUG committee, I asked the chairman to read the biogas contract statement on carbon
rights and tell me what he thought it meant. He provided explanations that were not related to
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what was written. After I explained it to him, it sparked a conversation amongst the group on the
carbon trade more broadly,
Chairman: Nepal has contributed a lot in the reduction of green house effect and
a large amount of money comes to Nepal government due to this contribution.
But the money does not directly reach to the farmers. It goes through AEPC and
Biogas Support Program. This is the government policy. The international
agencies give it to the government and the government gives it to these agencies;
this is how they work.
Shaunna: Right, then the subsidy goes to the users.
FECOFUN Representative (FR): Another matter has been talked about these
days. It is said that those who keep guard of the forest, those who have saved the
forest should be provided money from the fund.
Shaunna: That is REDD Program, no?
FR: Yes.
Shaunna: This type of program is operating in Gorkha.
FR: Right. This is an international program.
Shaunna: Yes.
FR: These matters have been raised. It is possible that Nepal is obtaining a huge
amount of money through environmental preservation. The developed countries
are giving money for conserving the forest. These days the matters of carbon
trade are raised.
Shaunna: After installing biogas, carbon credit can be obtained.
FR: Yes. Even while conserving the forest we get carbon trade.
Shaunna: Carbon trade can be obtained from biogas too. This is written here.
FR: In our new inventory we include the measurement of our carbon in our
community forest.
Chairman: In the inventory?
FR: Yes. So far we used to measure only the quantity of lumber and firewood in
our forest. But now on, carbon will be also measured. The experts can calculate
the tons of carbon in a forest. After the statistics are available, it can be sold. …
Once the experts calculate the carbon, you can show it and it can be sold. The
industrial countries that have been emitting greenhouse gases pay money to us.
Chairman: It means they can run their industries there after paying money to us?
FR: No, those countries are paying money to us for the greenhouse gases they
have emitted because this poses threat to the world. They are saying that they will
pay money for the countries that are preserving it. They are quite ready to pay us
money but they are asking us to show the record of carbon saved/absorbed.
…
[Discussion on how the carbon can be measured]
…
FR: … The foreigners compete tomorrow on how much money they pay to buy
our carbon. There will be agents playing a role in this selling and buying process.
They will start signing in contracts.
(Jureli CFUG Committee Meeting/Interview May 1, 2010).
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Biogas and community forestry are two localized practices in Nepal that are connected to global
forces of potential carbon markets. Both depend upon “experts” to calculate the greenhouse gas
emission reductions or the increase in carbon sequestration. Both help to further government
objectives of economic development and environmental improvement.

But their success

depends, in part, on the actions of individuals making daily decisions on energy and local
resources use.

Discussion
The institutional initiative behind biogas promotion has changed over the decades.
Biogas technology has improved, but the basic benefits to the family have remained the same –
build biogas, rely less on firewood, have improved health, reduction in drudgery, ease in
cooking, fertilizer slurry. Such benefits alone make biogas desirable to users, regardless of
carbon trading revenue potential. The discourse surrounding biogas and the rationale behind
government and private sector promotion has changed. First, as a reaction to the 1970s oil crisis
and a national effort to be more self sufficient, then for forest conservation, and now as a carbon
market commodity. The allure of carbon trading provides a new incentive to successfully
promote biogas adoption among farmers, but the farmers’ incentives to build are the immediate
household benefits.
As explored in Chapter 5, themes in visual biogas promotion materials focus on the
immediate household and local environmental benefits. The core image focuses on benefits to
families’ lifestyle, health, and finances. The environmental impact in terms of improved forests
is generally relegated to a backdrop, but is present and evident in the promotional images.
However, biogas has impacts beyond village borders, and those promoting it from Kathmandu
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understand this. The benefit of CER credits resulting from widespread adoption of biogas can be
realized only through the aggregate decisions of hundreds of thousands of individual households.
The promotional posters included in Chapter 5 focus on household benefits.

What is not

centrally portrayed in these posters is the wider impact biogas has in forest conservation,
emission reductions, and carbon trading (i.e. revenue for government).
Each biogas plant built is a potential revenue source through trade in global carbon
markets. But carbon trading can only be done through approved entities, such as the government
or an NGO. The transaction cost (application, verification, monitoring, etc) is too high for an
individual to trade their own (miniscule) emission reductions in a global marketplace. Rather,
biogas plants must be aggregated into clusters and the clusters’ carbon credits can then be traded.
A farmer must typically take a loan to build biogas. Once that plant is operational – and possibly
while the farmer is still repaying the loan used to build it – an approved entity could begin
trading in the yearly carbon reductions realized by the biogas usage.
With the hope of REDD looming on the horizon, forest conservation in Nepal has taken
on yet another guise.

Now, it is not simply about conserving forests for livelihoods or

biodiversity, but rather conserving forests potentially generates a tradable carbon commodity.
REDD pilot projects in Nepal are also increasing focus on biogas as a way to conserve forests,
thus increasing forest carbon and potential REDD revenue through carbon stocks. And yet, it all
comes back to individual household decisions to make this work.

If people choose to build

biogas for the family benefits, what does this say about the efficacy of global carbon markets as
drivers of sustainable change? Nepal is still navigating the carbon market waters and it remains
to be seen if the promised revenues of carbon riches will flow as hoped and trickle down to those
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who power this global carbon commodity system through their individual daily decisions of how
to fuel their lives.
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CHAPTER 8
CONCLUSION

“The forest is an inevitable necessity for us. Realizing this fact, we have grown it while
holding our babies on our laps. We needed to stay there throughout the day in order to prevent
people from cutting firewood and fodder and grazing. This is how we grew our forest and now it
has become nice. We worked hard to grow this forest and it has become really nice. It has also
given shelter to the wild animals. There was nothing in the past; now it is so nice.
We used to go to the hilltop in our turn, carrying our baby on our back and give a
warning, chanting “Khabardaar, Khabardaar” while sitting on the hilltop (khabardaar is a
warning against something bad, in this case meaning: Beware! Don’t steal!). If we saw
someone cutting down the trees, we would inform the community forest office so that the guilty
persons would be punished. At that time, it was almost a bare hill. But these days, it has become
so beautiful. We can find whatever we need in our forest these days.”
~ Interview with Pragati, 54 year old farmer in Shaanti CFUG, November 5, 2009

* * *

This study has sought to both apply and enhance the concept of environmental
governmentality by using it to understand and illuminate the histories and scalar impacts of
community forestry and biogas in Nepal. Community forest user groups in Nepal have proven to
be a successful medium through which to promote household biogas technology. Promoting
biogas through such groups builds upon existing discourses of environmental conservation that
value conservation-minded behaviors for communal good. Household biogas plants become part
of an already functioning environmental governmentality among forest dependent communities.
Both biogas and community forestry have roots in government sponsored programs of the
late 1970s that benefited from international donor financial support. With the transition to
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democracy after the 1990 jana andolan came a new government perspective on development and
governance. The changes in community forest management and biogas promotion reflect this.
From the 1990s onwards, both have become examples of neoliberal development in practice,
with community forestry representing a devolution of power and biogas representing
development through the market. Neither began this way.
Local government bodies managed Panchayat Forests, the precursors to community
forestry. Community forestry as it is practiced today under the Forest Act 1993 and Forest
Regulations 1995 is managed by local user groups – the actual consumers – not a government
body. Biogas began as a way to promote better manure management for fertilizer purposes
among larger land owning farmers and for use as a communal fuel to operate farm machinery
among smaller scale farming communities. By the early 1990s, those experiments in communal
fuel sourcing were abandoned in favor of individual household plants made available to ever
smaller-scale farming households. This new model depended on consumer choice, aided with
government subsidies, to switch from firewood to biogas for cooking fuel.
While select community forest groups became involved in biogas support or promotion in
the late 1990s, it was not until the middle of the following decade that a more concerted effort
was made by government, NGOs, and INGOs to link CFUGs with biogas support and
promotion. With biogas being a CDM, the potential exists for participation in global carbon
markets.

Thus, individual household energy decisions become embedded in global forces

advocating sustainable development and carbon trading. However, the Nepalese government’s
participation in carbon markets based on greenhouse gas reductions realized through biogas
usage is dependent upon the decisions of hundreds of thousands of households.
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Addressing the Research Questions: Environmental Governmentality
This study is based on two research questions, the first of which centers on the conceptual
framework of environmental governmentality. The first research question seeks to understand
how environmental governmentality and subjectivities can help us to situate the case of
community forestry and biogas in Nepal, as well as what this empirical case can contribute to
further our understandings of the evolving concept of environmental governmentality.
Environmental governmentality applies Foucault’s governmentality to the environmental
realm. Recall that Foucault lists multiple elements that generate or contribute to a functioning
governmentality:

plurality of aims, knowledge production and discourse, technologies of

government, biopower, subject formation, productive power, and non-sovereign power. By
seeking to understand if and how these elements manifest in the case presented here, we can
come to understand the role of environmental governmentality in community forestry and biogas
promotion, as well as begin to look for ways in which the conceptual framing of environmental
governmentality as an explanatory mechanism can be improved or modified.
Both community forestry and biogas technology represent a plurality of aims. CFUGs
are granted management and use rights of forest spaces by the government so that they may meet
local needs for forest products, further social and economic development, and enhance
conservation. With the ongoing work to operationalize REDD, community forests can contribute
to the interconnected aims of climate change mitigation and carbon revenue.

Biogas can

enhance forest conservation, improve social conditions through improved health and reduced
drudgery work, and further economic development through slurry fertilizer usage, a vibrant
biogas construction industry, and global trade in carbon credits.
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Community forestry and biogas are dependent upon a range of community and individual
action, action that can be influenced by knowledge production, discourse, and technologies of
government. Forests of Nepal have been subject to changing discursive constructions with direct
material impacts over the centuries, as demonstrated in Chapter 4. A functioning community
forestry initiative is dependent in part upon a discourse that environmental conservation and
community ownership of forests provides valued communal goods and that this conservation is
the individuals’ and community’s responsibility, as demonstrated in Chapter 5.
The existence of an already functioning environmental discourse that valued forest
conservation behavior makes CFUGs a reasonable entry point to promote biogas under similar
discourses. Community forestry has become, in essence, a tool to modify the behavior of
individuals to achieve multiple government aims. However, power permeates the entire social
body; it does not simply exist in a top-down model of regulations. As we saw in Chapter 5, there
was a demand from below for direct community management of forest resources after the
successful conclusion of the 1990 democracy movement. After the establishment of CFUGs,
there has been a continued expression of productive and non-sovereign power within
communities to shape behavior of non-compliant neighbors. Through the complex interplay of
knowledge production, discourse, technologies of government, and various forms of power,
members of CFUGs in Nepal have come to change their forest-related beliefs and behaviors.
Biogas promotion and support through CFUGs builds upon this already existing environmental
governmentality that values modifying individual behavior to achieve communal benefits
through an improved local forest resource base.
While applying environmental governmentality can help us to better understand the
nuanced underpinnings that give rise to changes in attitudes and behaviors regarding forest
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spaces and energy strategies, this study has shown that multiple and competing subjectivities
need to be considered and more carefully studied. Chapter 6 began to scratch at the surface of
this idea. Foucault identifies subject formation as a component in creating governmentality.
Agrawal (2005) critiques the dominant mode of human-environment relation studies where the
subject is already constructed with no critical analysis of how the subject/subjectivity came to be.
I add to this by arguing that not only must researchers consider how environmental subjectivities
are constructed, but we must also consider the complex interplay of multiple subjectivities
residing within individuals and how this impacts their changing environmental attitudes and
behaviors.
By focusing on nuanced forms of power, discourse, knowledge production, and
subjectivities, this study has taken a post-structuralist approach to environmental governance. As
summarized in Chapter 2, earlier work on community based resource management focused on a
more structuralist approach to understand under what conditions community based resource
management can succeed. Those earlier scholars, such as Ostrom, were fighting an uphill battle
to displace Hardin’s entrenched tragedy of the commons thesis. To do so, such research needed
to verify that local resource management did exist, and that it can be successful. Thus, studies
commonly focused on specific variables that characterize successful local environmental
management. The research I present here builds on that earlier work by (1) analyzing nuanced
post-structural elements that affect local resource management, and (2) demonstrating how
successful community based resource management can be used as a mechanism through which
to achieve a variety of objectives beyond the action of managing the specified resource.
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Addressing the Research Questions: Global Connections
The second question guiding this research is centered on how community forestry and
biogas technology in Nepal are situated in national and international movements for
sustainability, development, and carbon markets and how those connections influence these
initiatives in Nepal. Community forestry and biogas are two individual initiatives that have
parallel histories with global connections, which became increasingly interconnected as
international discourses of conservation influenced various organizations’ engagement with
development in Nepal. This research finds that from their inception, both community forestry
and biogas have been connected to global movements and events, but that the discourses
surrounding them and the rationale for their continuation has changed. Knowledge production,
discourse, and power are foundational elements of environmental governmentality that
contribute to understanding and analyzing this process. By analyzing how the discourses and
rationales surrounding these two initiatives change over time, this research contributes to a better
understanding of the complex and varied workings of environmental governmentality.
The production of knowledge related to climate change creates a discourse that certain
human activities have negative effects on atmospheric composition thus resulting in negative
climate impacts, such as increasing temperature, melting glaciers, and drought. In order to
correct these negative trends, knowledge, regulations, and institutions need to be created to
modify social behavior. For this to be successful the population needs to accept and internalize
specific discourses related to environmental conservation and climate change which in turn
influence a change in behavior.
One aspect of environmental governmentality is that individuals act in the interest of the
state, but unconsciously. This means that people internalize a specific discourse and enact it in
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their everyday practices.

However, environmental discourses can offer an opportunity for

productive and non-sovereign power.

Information is spread through NGOs and INGOs.

Community forest groups that promote biogas are enacting non-sovereign power by taking the
skills they have learned from their community forest work: organization, working with state
officials, information dissemination, etc. and applying it to a new arena:

clean energy

technologies. By using this information, people can exercise productive power by creating
community awareness campaigns and building biogas plants that will give people a clean energy
source, reduce firewood usage, and contribute to forest conservation while reducing greenhouse
gas emissions. In so doing, individuals become embedded as environmental subjects acting in
the interest of local, national, and global entities. They are working in the interest of the state to
create carbon credits for a reduction in greenhouse gas emissions, which connects them to global
entities propagating specific discourses on climate change.
The introduction of carbon credits and their link to both forestry and biogas creates a
complex multi-scalar relationship between individuals, communities, national government, and
international entities. International linkages have shifted biogas from a solution to the 1970s oil
crisis to being a potential revenue maker in international carbon markets. However, in order for
the government to trade these credits in international markets, hundreds of thousands of
individuals need to switch to biogas. Thus, national level participation in this global market
from carbon reductions through biogas depends on household level decisions. Those decisions
are connected to and impact forest spaces.

However, those responsible for fueling this

international market are not necessarily aware of their role.
This then raises several questions. Does the lack of awareness of embedded-ness within
the international carbon markets affect the efficacy of carbon trading schemes as panacea for
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climate change mitigation?

To whom does the responsibility of carbon rights awareness fall?

Farmers sign the contract transferring their rights, but many do not understand the intricacies of
the system in which they are now embedded. The basic principle of biogas has not changed
since the 1970s – use manure to make energy – but the global discourses providing impetus for
biogas adoption have changed. With these changing discourses, what impact has any one
framing really had on biogas adoption? Regardless of the global connections, biogas continues
to provide a range of desirable household level benefits, making it an attractive energy option.

Applications Beyond Nepal
In this research, I have shown how elements of Foucault’s governmentality can be applied
to understanding complex human-environment relationships in the context of community
forestry and biogas in Nepal. Governmentality is not simply about relations of power, but rather
about the complex interplay of multiple forms of power, technologies of government, and
subjectivities. Thus, studies that seek to apply Foucault to human-environment relations should
do so in a way that attempts to incorporate all of the elements that go into creating
governmentality:

plurality of aims, knowledge production and discourse, technologies of

government, biopower, subject formation, productive power, and non-sovereign power. Doing
so provides a more complete picture of the complex web of relations that interact to create
specific subjectivities that in turn are critical in accomplishing a plurality of aims.
Individuals possess multiple and overlapping subjectivities. As this study has shown,
attempting to reduce behavior to a specific environmental subjectivity is a simplistic reading of a
complex reality. Other identities and subjectivities, such as gender and nationalism, converge to
influence an environmental subjectivity. Furthermore, an environmental subjectivity is not the
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same across individuals but is instead a fluid concept subject to change, particularly when
confronted with new ideas (i.e. carbon trading) or competing subjectivities. How subjectivities
are formed, and for what purpose, is a critical area of study for those doing case studies that
apply environmental governmentality.
The REDD program and its implementation is a topic that is relevant beyond Nepal. If
successful, REDD would link developed countries’ emissions to developing countries’ forests in
a new capitalist relationship. It would introduce new technologies of government to govern
individual’s behavior through the use of satellite imagery to track forest carbon changes, a
method that is coupled with on-the-ground verification through measurements of forest carbon.
The success of REDD would depend not only on a functioning environmental subjectivity on the
part of those attempting to increase carbon stores, but actually depends upon the co-creation of a
new carbon-sensitive subjectivity. Biogas in Nepal is successful because of the direct household
benefits, not because of the carbon revenue. This then opens up an important question for REDD
– what are the additionalities that would make this program desirable, regardless of the potential
for carbon revenue?

Future Directions
The research presented here raises questions as to the efficacy of global carbon markets as
initiators of needed behavioral changes to curb climate change. Biogas has been successful in
Nepal not because of carbon credits, but because of the direct household benefits that improved
quality of life at a relatively reasonable cost. Is the same true of other CDM projects? Are those
who adopt small-scale CDM projects fully aware of their role in global carbon markets, and does
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it matter?

Is biogas in Nepal an anomaly in this regard, or symptomatic of a larger

communication deficiency in the CDM – carbon market complex?
The concept of “carbon rights” deserves more investigation as well. The idea of a “right”
denotes a state or international structure to ensure, monitor, and affirm said rights – but how do
those individual farmers building biogas or a community managing a REDD forest assert such
rights, legally, aside from a business contract to sell their right? Carbon rights are the new
mineral rights. As such, is carbon simply joining the long list of contentious ownership, rights,
contracts, and exploitation found in other mineral industries?
The creation of environmental subjectivities through community forestry has played a
role in the successful promotion of biogas through CFUGs. However, the creation of such a
subjectivity is influenced by and interacts with multiple subjectivities and power relationships.
Finding synergies between subjectivities is an area for further research that can provide a deeper
understanding of governmentality broadly and how governments attempt to achieve a plurality of
aims specifically.

Concluding Thoughts
Biogas and community forestry are two programs that have proven to be mutually
beneficial. Both serve to further complementary government aims of conservation, social and
economic development, and improved local access to resources. The synergy between the two
programs is threefold.

First, is the obvious statement that biogas reduces dependence on

firewood, thus reducing pressure on forest resources for direct energy consumption. Second, is
the symbiotic relationship between the farmer, forest, and biogas, described in Chapter 5. Third,
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is the functioning of an environmental governmentality that values certain environmental belief
and behaviors, which centers on the forest environment and which biogas complements.
Households build biogas because of the direct benefits to the family – reduced drudgery,
ease and cleanliness of cooking, improved health – in short, the promise of an improved quality
of life through renewable energy technology. Those who build biogas do often connect it to
benefits at larger scales ranging from the community to the nation to the world. However, with
the allure of carbon trading and promise of carbon-based revenue, biogas is converted into a
technology of government used to manage a population’s actions such that the government can
garner revenue that can then be used to continue the renewable energy program and subsidies.
Yet the success of such an initiative is dependent upon the individual decisions of hundreds of
thousands of households. It is dependent upon the creation, and transference, of carbon rights.
The majority of biogas users are not cognizant of their role in this global carbon market, nor the
benefits that could accrue to the government and continuation of renewable energy programs.
They are unwitting participants in the government’s aim of securing revenue through carbon
trading. This is, in essence, the result of a functioning environmental governmentality spinning
out from community forestry.
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Community Forestry / Biogas Survey
Hello. I am here in your village to talk to people about community forestry and biogas. The
purpose of this study is to learn how community forest user groups are involved in other projects,
such as biogas gas, and what the impact of that involvement is for the community. The study
also seeks to understand what community members think about community forestry, biogas,
sustainability, and the environment. In order to explore these topics, I would like to ask you
some questions. Is this okay?
Your name will not be released.
Gender: Male / Female

Age: _____________

Occupation: ______________________

Land: _______ bigaa / kattaa

Number and types of cattle: ____ Cow _____ Buffalo _____ Bull _____ Oxen _____ Calves
Please answer Yes or No to the following questions:
1. Are you a member of the community forest users group? Y or N
2. Do you believe that the community forest users group is needed in your community? Y or N
3. Do you believe the community forest users group is beneficial to your community? Y or N
4. Should the community forest users group be involved in other community projects? Y or N
5. Please rate your agreement with the following statement: Do you believe that forests should
be protected?
___Not protected ___ A little protected ___ Protected ___ Very Protected ___Must be protected

a. Fuel
1
2
3
b. Fodder [grass, leaves]
1
2
3
c. Wildlife habitat
1
2
3
d. Religious value
1
2
3
e. Cleaner air
1
2
3
f. Soil conservation
1
2
3
g. Water retention
1
2
3
h. Medicinal plants
1
2
3
i. Building material
1
2
3
j. Possibility for tourism
1
2
3
k. Sellable commodities
1
2
3
Which ones are available from your community forest? (list)

4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4
4

5) Extremely Important

4) Very

3) Important

2) A little

1) Not

6. For each of the following items, please answer whether or not it should be considered when
protecting forests and how important it is.

5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
5
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2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3

4
4
4
4
4

5) Extremely

1
1
1
1
1

4) Very Beneficial

3) Beneficial

A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to my family.
A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to our village.
A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to our district.
A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to Nepal.
A healthy forest in our village is beneficial to the world.

2) A little beneficial

7.
8.
9.
10.
11.

1) Not beneficial

Please rate your agreement with the following statements:

5
5
5
5
5

12. When thinking about community forestry, how important are each of the following scales
(family, village, district, Nepal, world)? Please rank from most important to least:
Family Village
District
Nepal World
Please answer Yes or No to the following question:
13. Does your household use biogas? Y or N
13a. How old is your biogas plant? __________
13b. Which program helped you build your biogas plant? __________
13.c Is your toilet attached? Y or N
14. Do you believe that biogas is needed in your community? Y or N
15. Do you believe that biogas is beneficial for your community? Y or N
16. Should it be the role of the community forest users group to promote biogas? Y or N

17. Using biogas in our village is beneficial to my family.
18. Using biogas in our village is beneficial to our village.
19. Using biogas in our village is beneficial to our district.
20. Using biogas in our village is beneficial to Nepal.
21. Using biogas in our village is beneficial to the world.

1
1
1
1
1

2
2
2
2
2

3
3
3
3
3

5) Extremely

4) Very Beneficial

3) Beneficial

2) A little beneficial

1) Not beneficial

Please rate your agreement with the following statements:

4
4
4
4
4

5
5
5
5
5

22. When thinking about biogas, how important are each of the following scales (family, village,
district, Nepal, world)? Please rank from most important to least:
Family Village
District
Nepal World
Thank you for your time and sharing your thoughts. Would you be willing to do a longer
interview with discussion questions on another day?
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Sales Agreement
Name and Address of Biogas Company (hereafter called Company) __________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
And
Name and Address of User (Farmer) (hereafter called User) ________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________________________
Agreement Made Between Parties
We two sides in accordance with Nepal Contract Act under Biogas Support Program (BSP)/Gold Standard
Biogas Project (GSP) are making the following agreement in relation to building a biogas plant:
From the Company:
Ka)
A mechanic registered in BSP Nepal will build a _________ cubic meter biogas plant for the User.
Kha) Within __________ days of this agreement, the User will bring their own purchased or collected
materials. Within _________ days of being informed, biogas plant construction will start and having
started will finish within 1 month.
Ga)
All types of services related to the biogas plant will be given to the User in accordance with the
agreement between the Company and BSP and the conditions mentioned in the guarantee card
provided by the Company to the User.
From the User:
Gha) The User will provide the building materials as directed by the Company (cement, bricks, stones, sand,
pebbles) as mentioned within the timeframe in Clause Kha. If the building materials do not meet the
quality standard of BSP Nepal, the Company may reject those materials.
Ng)
The User will provide the unskilled workers needed to construct the plant
Cha) The User declares that neither he nor any member of his family have ever taken a grant for a biogas
plant. The User will not demand double grants for a single plant. If a grant for more than one biogas
plant or double grants for a single plant is taken by the same house, the User agrees to undergo
punishment.
Chha) Without written permission from the Company, the User will neither give permission nor request
another company to build a biogas plant. The User may give permission to another company to build if
the Company has not started to build the plant within the timeframe mentioned in Clause Kha.
In addition to this, I the User agree that since I have obtained the grant available for this plant in accordance
with the regulation of Nepal, through this agreement, I fully transfer all the benefits including legal rights,
incomes, loans, interests that can be obtained due to the greenhouse gas emission reduction from this plant to
Alternative Energy Promotion Centre, or World Wildlife Fund, or any other organization that has been
appointed. In addition to transferring rights that can be obtained from greenhouse gas emission reduction, I
also agree to transfer the making of the necessary documents and implementation activities to Alternative
Energy Promotion Centre, or World Wildlife Fund, or any other organization that has been appointed. It was
known that income that comes from these rights will be spent by Alternative Energy Promotion Centre, or
World Wildlife Fund, or any other organization that has been appointed for grant or technical help for other
farmers who want to build biogas.
From the Company Side
Signature:
Name:
Position:
Date:

From the User’s Side
Signature:
Name:
Address:
Date:

White Copy: BSP/GSP / Yellow Copy: Company / Green Copy: District Development Committee Under District Energy and Environmental Unit
Branch / Red Copy: Plant Owner
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