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Abstract

The theme of this research is the conservation of open dry-deciduous forest areas of West

Bengal, India, through the socio-economic progress of forest dwellers. The use of Non-

Timber Forest Products (NTFPs) is manifold in the livelihood of this area. Systematic and

sustainable harvesting of NTFPs could improve the standard of living of forest dwellers and

play an important role in the conservation of forest ecosystems.

The research was conducted in Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur districts, in the south-

western part of West Bengal, India. Firewood is the main source of fuel for the forest fringe

dwellers of these three districts. Due to the high demand firewood harvesting is an important

occupation for a large number of forest communities. The incessant collection of firewood is

adversely affecting forest cover and the type and quality of plant species. In this

circumstance, sustainable and systematic harvesting of NTFPs can play a potential role in

creating job opportunities for forest dwellers. The enhancement of organised NTFP

marketing channels could improve the economy and thus reduce the major dependence on

firewood. Therefore, the aim of the thesis is to examine NTFPs-based economic

development of forest fringe dwellers and to protect the forest cover.

The thesis starts with a brief introduction to NTFPs and its present importance in forest

livelihoods in India (with reference to West Bengal) and in international context, highlighting

work by geographers, forest researchers, economists and sociologists who are becoming

more interested on NTFPs and forest livelihoods from their respective disciplinary

perspectives.

To have an idea about NTFPs based forest livelihood of West Bengal, it is necessary to

study the geo-physical features of the State and the study area. This will reveal the reasons

why this area has been selected for this research. A variety of complementary sources and

methodologies were used for the collection and analysis of data and information. Detailed

archival research at the British Library, London provides insight into the pre-colonial and

colonial NTFP-based forest livelihoods of the Presidency of Bengal.

An exploration of the socio-cultural characteristics of forest communities through interviews

and surveys helped to reveal the use and importance of NTFPs. After collection of NTFPs, it

is necessary to store those products for gradation and value-addition. The research reveals

that the organised markets are quite away from forest villages. Therefore, the knowledge of

systematic and sustainable collection and storage of NTFPs needs to be enhanced at the

grassroots level.
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After the collection and processing of NTFPs, the most important thing is marketing. Through

the organised marketing system, forest dwellers can earn more money selling the same

amount of products. It was discovered that a large number of intermediaries are involved in

the NTFPs business and these intermediaries often try to purchase NTFPs from actual

collectors at a very low price and then sell them at a high price. The reasons for the presence

of middlemen and how the formal marketing channels can be stronger than the present

informal channels were all revealed to be important issues which bolster the formal

marketing channels, in which actual collectors might earn reasonable price for their collected

NTFPs. It is argued that the efficient and sustainable harvesting of NTFPs can promote

opportunities for marginal forest dwellers of these three districts. The increasing production

of value-added products from different NTFPs can improve the economic status of these

forest dwellers and will reduce rampant demolition of forest resources. The socio-economic

improvement can also shift forest dwellers to other professions, which will reduce the

dependency on forestry and subsequently it will help to promote the dry-deciduous forest

ecology.

Therefore, the research begins with an investigation of historical perspective of human-forest

interactions in the Presidency of Bengal and subsequently explores the contemporary forest-

based livelihoods of the socio-economically deprived forest fringe dwellers in the dry-

deciduous forest areas of West Bengal. The research draws on interdisciplinary areas

including historical geography with reference of indigenous knowledge regarding forest

products, development geography of the forest-based livelihoods and economic geography

of the systematic and sustainable harvesting of NTFPs for the enhancement of formal

marketing channels. The study demonstrates that there is a need for intensive research at

the grassroots level that will address all the aspects of NTFPs and forest livelihoods, before

devising any precise NTFP policy to improve the status of forest livelihoods through the

sustainable harvesting of forest products.



X

Acknowledgements

It is with the blessings of God almighty that I got the opportunity to do my doctoral research,

which I have cherished for a long time. I would like to express my humble gratitude to my

supervisors Dr. Sarah Jewitt and Prof. Charles Watkins for their scholarly guidance and

constructive supervision at the School of Geography, the University of Nottingham, UK. Their

critical revision and easy approach helped me to finish the research in time. A heartfelt

thanks to Dr Georgina Endfield for her invaluable comments and suggestions. Thanks to

other teaching and non-teaching staff members of the School of Geography at the University

of Nottingham. I am grateful to the International office of the University of Nottingham for

providing me the ‘Tuition Fee Research Scholarship’, without which I would not be able to do

my research. I am indebt to the School of Geography for providing me the Graduate

Research Support Fund for three consecutive years that enabled me to carry on my fieldwork

in India.

I would like to acknowledge the help I had during my fieldwork in India from the Department

of Forest, Government of West Bengal; Forest Survey of India, Eastern Zone; West Bengal

Forest Development Corporation and West Bengal Tribal Development Cooperative

Corporation. Special appreciation for the help I have received from the Divisional Forest

Officers of Purulia, Bankura (South) and Jhargram of West Midnapur district. I am grateful to

the Rangers of Arsha (Purulia), Ranibandh (Bankura) and Jamboni (West Midnapur) for their

jovial assistance while I was working at the forest villages. My admiration also goes to staff

members of NAEB, IBRAD and Ramakrishna Mission Lokasiksha Parisad for their kind

assistance. Thanks to the British Library, London for allowing me to use their archives on

colonial and pre-colonial forestry.

My sincere gratitude to all village respondents and hosts of Purulia, Bankura and West

Midnapur districts, without their vigorous participation, bright and breezy response and genial

support the research would never have taken this shape. Thanks to middlemen involved in

NTFPs business, local merchants, medicinal plant specialists, FPC members and LAMPS of

Sirkabad (Purulia), Ranibandh (Bankura) and Jamboni (West Midnapur).

Last but not least, I would like to remember my parents’ perseverance, devotion and hard

work without which I would never have been able to come all this way. I am also grateful to

my brother for his precious assistance and motivation. I will remember the love and

encouragement they offered during the research process.



XI

List of tables

Sl No Title of table Page
1.1 NTFPs of Eastern India sold for income generation 3
3.1 Soil zones of West Bengal 29
3.2 Districtwise area under forests by legal status in West Bengal (2003-04) 31
3.3 Districtwise distribution of geographical & recorded forest land in West

Bengal (2005)
34

3.4 Degraded notified forest lands in West Bengal (2005) 35
3.5 Status of encroachment of forest lands in West Bengal (2005) 36
4.1 Methodologies used for empirical data collection 47
5.1 Average Annual Imports of Minor Forest Products in the United Kingdom

from India
76

5.2 Forest features of West Bengal (1947 – 2000) 86
5.3 Numbers of LAMPS in the districts of Purulia, Bankura and Midnapur 90
6.1 Different types of NTFPs available in Sirkabad forest beat of Arsha Range,

Purulia district
106

6.2 Different types of NTFPs available in Ranibandh forest beat of Ranibandh
range, Bankura district

107

6.3 Different types of NTFPs available in Jamboni Range of West Midnapur
district

108

9.1 Year-wise species rate and outturn of NTFPs for the year of 2005, 2006
and 2007 in Purulia Division, Purulia district

174

9.2 Collection of Kendu leaves and Sal seeds (2002-2006) 176
9.3 Districtwise Kendu leaves & Sal seeds collections (2004-05 crop year) 177
9.4 Babui grass production and storage capacity in Purulia, Bankura and

Midnapur districts
177

9.5 Production, purchasing and collection of NTFPs by the WBFDC during the
financial year of 2005-06

181

9.6 Outturns of minor forest produce during 2007 – 08 in Jhargram division of
West Midnapur district

182



XII

List of graphs

Sl No Title of graph Page
3.1 Forest covers of West Bengal (1901 – 2003) 33
5.1 Different types of forest covers in the Presidency of Bengal (1868 – 1940) 80
5.2 Revenue – expenditure and surplus from forest products in the Presidency of

Bengal (1868 – 1940)
81

5.3 Outturns from NTFPs in the Presidency of Bengal (1879 – 1940) 82
5.4 Forest offences in the Presidency of Bengal (1875 – 1940) 83
7.1 Variations in the dependency on NTFPs for socio-cultural and household

economy purposes with forest-village distance
125

7.2 Differences in value-added products manufacturing with the increasing of
forest-village distance

136

8.1 Number of NTFPs collected per month in Arsha range of Purulia district 142
8.2 Number of NTFPs collected per month in Ranibandh range of Bankura

district
143

8.3 Number of NTFPs collected per month in Jamboni range of West Midnapur
district

144

8.4 Average number of monthly collection of NTFPs in Purulia, Bankura and
West Midnapur districts with standard deviation

146

8.5 Percentage of family members collect different types of NTFPs in Arsha
range of Purulia district

156

8.6 Percentage of family members collect different types of NTFPs in Ranibandh
range of Bankura district

156

8.7 Percentage of family members collect different types of NTFPs in Jamboni
range of West Midnapur district

156

8.8 Percentage of the total number of NTFPs collected for different purposes in
Arsha range of Purulia district

158

8.9 Percentage of the total number of NTFPs collected for different purposes in
Ranibandh range of Bankura district

158

8.10 Percentage of the total number of NTFPs collected for different purposes in
Jamboni range of West Midnapur district

158

8.11 Percentage of the total amount of collected NTFPs in Purulia, Bankura and
West Midnapur districts

159

8.12 Available storage facilities for NTFPs collected in Arsha range of Purulia
district

166

8.13 Available storage facilities for NTFPs collected in Ranibandh range of
Bankura district

167

8.14 Available storage facilities for NTFPs collected in Jamboni range of West
Midnapur district

167

9.1 Percentage of collected NTFPs sold in different ways in Purulia, Bankura
and West Midnapur districts

207



XIII

List of figures

Sl No Title of figure Page
3.1 District map of West Bengal 28
3.2 Agro-ecological sub-regions of West Bengal 32
3.3 Research villages in Arsha block of Purulia district 39
3.4 Research area in Ranibandh block of Bankura district 41
3.5 Research area in Jamboni block of West Midnapur district 43
4.1 Semi-structured interviews with the Conservator of Forest, Government of

West Bengal; Vice-president of WEBCON and Chief Account Officer of
WBFDC, Kolkata

49

4.2 Semi-structured interviews with medicinal plant specialist from Gurahata
village, local mobile agents for NTFPs from Sirkabad village and Bhuda
villagers in Purulia district

50

4.3 Group discussion participants from Shushni village of West Midnapur district
and Jamdaha village of Bankura district

53

4.4 Elite interviews with the PCCF of West Bengal and the Deputy Director in
Charge of the Regional Office of Forest Survey of India, Kolkata

54

4.5 Elite interviews with the Founder Chairman of IBRAD and the Director of
NAEB, Kolkata

55

4.6 Maps drawn by Barudi villagers of Bankura district and Bhuda villagers of
Purulia district during participatory appraisal

58

4.7 Sources and analysis of data and information 62
5.1 Map shows the British colonies around the World at the last half of 18th

century
70

5.2 Map of India – 1822 (showing different territories of colonial India) 72
5.3 British India (1889) showing the Presidency of Bengal 74
5.4 British India ( PRESIDENCIES, AGENCIES , PROVINCES, STATES - circa.

1900)
75

5.5 Map of colonial India showing the Presidency of Bengal (1937) 77
6.1 Registered NTFPs collected in the Purulia forest division of Purulia district

(2004-05)
98

6.2 Forest villagers collect Haritaki (Terminalia chebula) and Bhela (Semecarpus
anacardium) for commercial as well as domestic purposes in Bankura and
West Midnapur districts

99

6.3 Registered NTFPs collected in Ranibandh range of Bankura district 100
6.4 Identified NTFPs harvested in West Midnapur forest division 102
6.5 Academic tour for the identification of medicinal plants in Purulia district 104
7.1 The miscellaneous forests of Purulia and Sal dominated scattered forest of

West Midnapur districts
117

7.2 For producing liquor Mahua (Madhuca indica) flowers are very popular in
tribal communities of Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur districts whereas
Tilai (right) flowers are used for worship by forest dwellers of Purulia district

119

7.3 Tribal children and women collect fodder and different types of flowers and
leaves from the native forests of Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur
districts

121

7.4 Ten most important NTFPs in Arsha range of Purulia district (ranked by forest
villagers)

128

7.5 Ten most important NTFPs in Ranibandh range of Bankura district (ranked by
forest villagers)

129

7.6 Ten most important NTFPs in Jamboni range of West Midnapur district
(ranked by forest villagers)

131



XIV

7.7 Different types of Sal plates produced by forest villagers 133
7.8 Mahua seed (Kachra), oil and wax 134
7.9 Date leaves (Khajur – Phoenix dactylifera) and Sal leaves are dried in the

sunshine. Date leaves are used for making mat; whereas Sal leaves are used
to produce plates and bowls

135

8.1 With the increasing of protection the accessibility for the collection of forest
products by forest dwellers decrease

140

8.2 Semi-structured interviews with the APCCF, Department of Forest,
Government of West Bengal and Feculty member of the Forest Training
Centre, Jhargram, West Midnapur

147

8.3 Application for the collection of lianas 150
8.4 Application for the collection of Sabai grass 150
8.5 Application for the collection of barks 151
8.6 Tribal women collect dead trees, leaves and branches in regular basis for fuel

in Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur districts
152

8.7 Kalmegh (Andrographis paniculata) and Bel (Aegle marmelos) are two
important NTFPs collected by forest dwellers from the native forests of
Purulia and Bankura districts

153

8.8 Tribal women and children collect Sal leaves and flowers from the native
forest for domestic as well as commercial purposes

154

8.9 LAMPS office and storage centres at Sirkabad village in Arsha range of
Purulia district (right) and Katiam village in Ranibandh range of Bankura
district

161

8.10 Group discussion with staff members of the JFM Wing of Ramakrishna
Mission Lokasiksha Parishad, (right) Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama,
Narendrapur, Kolkata

163

8.11 Village level mobile agent (left) and Block level wholesaler owned storage
centres for Sal plates at Jamboni block in West Midnapur district

165

9.1 Forest villagers sell jewelleries made from NTFPs at the local market (hat);
there is no formal marketing channels for Bel (top middle), Lodh bark (right
corner), Mahua flower (bottom middle) and Haritaki in West Bengal

171

9.2 Processing and sorting of Kendu leaves at the Katiam (Ranibandh, Bankura
district) LAMPS centre for sell to the industrial units

175

9.3 Present condition of LAMPS in Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur districts 179
9.4 Elite interview (left) with the Managing Director of WBFDC, Office of the

Managing Director, Kolkata
180

9.5 Group discussion with Scientists (left) of Regional Centre, NAEB, Jadavpur
University, Kolkata

183

9.6 Trading channels of NTFPs through formal ways in West Bengal 187
9.7 Measures are taken by the West Bengal state government for the

enhancement of Lac industry and marketing in Purulia district
192

9.8 Forest fringe dwellers selling firewood, Sal sticks (used as toothbrush) and
wild vegetables at the Arsha local market of Purulia district

194

9.9 Marketing of NTFPs by forest villagers at Ranibandh local market, Bankura
district

194

9.10 Local wholesaler exporting Sal plates from Jamboni village of West Midnapur
district to the city market (left); roots are sold at the Midnapur town, the
District town of West Midnapur

195

9.11 Supply channels of NTFPs, in informal ways, from actual collectors to
consumers in West Bengal

200



XV

List of abbreviations

Sl No Abbreviation Forename

1
2
3
4
5
6
7
8
9

10
11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18
19
20
21
22
23
24
25
26
27
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

ADFO
AGE
AISS
CCF
CIFOR
CKR
CWDS
DFO
DSIR
FAO
FDP
FPC
FSI
FTC
GIS
Hh
IBRAD
JFM
LAMPS
MFP
MOA
NABARD
NAEB
NBMP
NBSSLUP
NGO
NTFPs
NWDB
NWFPs
OBC
PCCF
PF
RCDC
RF
SMFE
UF
WBFDC
WBTDCC
WEBCON

Additional Divisional Forest Officer
Applied General Equilibrium
All India Soil Survey and Land Use
Chief Conservator of Forest
Centre for International Forestry Research
Community Knowledge Register
Centre for Women's Development Studies
Divisional Forest Officer
Department of Science and Industrial Research
Food and Agriculture Organization
Forest Dynamic Plots
Forest Protection Committee
Forest Survey of India
Forest Training Centre
Geographical Information System
Household
Indian Institute of Bio-Social Research and Development
Joint Forest Management
Large Sized Multipurpose Co-operative Societies
Minor Forest Products/Produces
Ministry of Agriculture
National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Development
National Afforestaion & Eco-Development Board
National Board of Medicinal Plant
National Bureau of Soil Survey and Land Use Planning
Non-Governmental Organisation
Non-Timber Forest Products
National Wasteland Development Board
Non-Wood Forest Products
Other Backward Class
Principal Chief Conservator of Forests
Protected Forest
Regional Centre for Development Cooperation
Reserved Forest
Small and Medium Forest Enterprise
Unclassed State Forest
West Bengal Forest Development Corporation
West Bengal Tribal Development Cooperative Corp[oration Ltd
West Bengal Consultancy Organisation Ltd



NTFPs in West Bengal: Knowledge, Livelihoods & Policy Introduction

1

Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Introduction

The theme of this research is an investigation of the management of non-timber forest

products (NTFPs) by forest fringe dwellers living in dry-deciduous forests of West Bengal in

India. It also considers how such products may be managed more systematically to benefit

those who collect them and to promote sustainable forest management. In this chapter, a

definition of NTFPs will be given and their importance will be outlined in terms of how

improved knowledge of NTFPs and forest livelihoods would be useful for the future

conservation of forest ecosystems. In addition, the aims and objectives of the research will

be discussed.

1.2 Defining NTFPs

NTFPs have been defined as “…all biological materials, other than timber, which are

extracted from forests for human use” (NTFP Exchange Programme Website 2007). They

include fruits, resins, gums, herbal plants, roots, honey and wood that is not timber (for

example, firewood). In this thesis, firewood has been considered as an NTFP. According to

Shvidenko et al. (2005),

“Non-wood forest products [are] defined as goods of biological origin other than

wood, derived from forests, other wooded land, and trees outside the forests (FAO

1999b) … they can be classified in a number of broad categories according to their

end use: edible products; fodder for domestic animals; medicines; perfumes and

cosmetics; colorants; ornamentals; utensils, handicrafts, and construction materials;

and exudates like gums, resins, and latex. Overall, they play an important role in the

daily life and well-being of hundreds of millions of people worldwide as well as in the

national economies of many countries.” (Shvidenko et al., 2005, p. 605)

The type, number and nature of NTFPs vary from one geographical area to another based

on the local geo-physical conditions. Considering the socio-cultural importance of NTFPs in

forest livelihoods, Wickens (1991) believes that NTFPs are:

“… all the biological material (other than industrial round-wood and derived sawn

timber, wood chips, wood-based panels and pulp) that may be extracted from natural
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ecosystems, managed plantations, etc. and be utilized within the household, be

marketed, or have social, cultural or religious significance. Thus, non-timber forest

products include plants used for food, fodder, fuel, medicine, fibres, biochemical, etc

…” (Wickens, 1991, p. 4)

Due to the increasing economic value of NTFPs, people from different sectors (such as

environmentalists, economists and sociologists) are becoming more interested in these

products. The current estimated total value in world trade of NTFPs is approximately US $1.1

billion (Wilkinson and Elevitch, 2000) and the market has grown by nearly 20% annually over

the last twenty years (Hammett, 1999). NTFPs have potential as a menas of generating

forest-based economic development. Sustainable management of forest products other than

timber can create full or part-time employment opportunities for people living in or near forest

areas. As the sustainable management of these products can increase employment

opportunities, governments (particularly those of the Global South) are placing special

emphasis on it (Corbridge and Kumar, 2002). In 1998, the Centre for International Forestry

Research (CIFOR) began a major global study to provide information about NTFPs and their

relations to land use and local livelihood strategies (http://www.cifor.cgiar.org/; accessed on

7th of October 2007). Presently, this organisation is focusing on the commercialisation of

NTFPs, in an environment friendly manner, for the economic development of forest dwellers.

NTFPs have great importance to the livelihoods of forest [tribal] dwellers, especially those

living in the dry-deciduous forests of eastern India where the greatest number of NTFPs are

found. Mainly tribal women collect NTFPs for subsistence as well as commercial purposes.

For example in Orissa, 1.8 million women collect around 45000 tonnes of kendu leaves each

year, which are used as the raw material for the Bidi (a sort of cigarette) industry. NTFP

collection creates about 1062.7 million person days of employment all over India (Khare and

Rao, 1993). Organised and systematic collections of NTFPs improve the livelihoods of forest

people. It is, however, true that the cash income from NTFPs varies from time to time, from

place to place and from one forest to another (Mahapatra et al., 2005). In West Bengal

(India), the Centre for Women's Development Studies (CWDS) has helped to establish a

network of village women's societies that are involved in a range of forest and wasteland

based income-generating activities (http://www.cwds.org/; cited on 19th of December 2007).

Tribal forest communities are the main collectors of NTFPs in India. It is labour intensive work

and about half of the income of tribal people, living in or around forest areas, comes from

NTFPs (Singh and Ardey, 2003). Around 3000 types of NTFPs are found all over India (Non-

Timber Forest Products Exchange Programme, 2007). The socio-economic value of NTFPs

can be beneficial in keeping intact the ecological balance of Indian forests (Yadav and Roy,
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1991). For instance, many NTFP species have great importance in the socio-cultural lives of

forest people. The flowers and leaves of the Sal tree, for example, play a major part in the

Sarul and Baha festivals celebrated in March and April (Jewitt, 2002). To ensure the

continued supply of NTFPs, forest dwellers take special care of these species. Therefore,

with the survival of these plants species, their associates also continue to exist and

simultaneously the forest ecology remains intact.

In eastern India (where a high proportion of forest dwellers still live), the main source of

NTFPs are open dry-deciduous forest areas (including protected and unclassed state

forests). Mainly leaves, flowers and seeds are collected from there. The following table shows

the most popular NTFPs of this region sold for cash income purposes.

From the dry deciduous forests of eastern India, flowers, fruits and seeds are mainly

collected during the summer and spring. Leaves are collected throughout the year. Mainly

tribal women and children collect these NTFPs. During the monsoon, when the collection of

NTFPs is very limited, most of the tribal or forest people migrate from their villages in search

of work as farm or wage labourers. Therefore, the income from NTFPs varies from one

season to another (Mahapatra et al., 2005).

Table 1.1: NTFPs of Eastern India sold for income generation

1. Fruit Ber (Zizyphus sp.), Imli (Tamarindus indica), Jackfruit
(Atropha gossyphifolia), Uruguna (Cycas circinalis), Mango
(Mangifera indica)

2. Flower Mahua (Madhuca latifolia), Kainar (Bauhinla purpurea), Giliri
(Indigofera cassioides)

3. Oilseed Karanj (Pongamia pinnata), Mahua (Madhuca latifolia), Sal
(Shorea robusta), Chironji (Buchnaina lanzan), Kusum
(Schleichera oleorosa)

4. Leaves Sal (Shorea robusta), Tendu/Kendu (Diospyros melanoxylon),
Siall (Bauhinia vahlii)

5. Tanning and Gums Harida (Terminalia chebula), Bahera (Terminalia bellerica),
Genduli (Sterculia urens), Babul (Acacia nilotica), Karaya
(Anogelssus latifolla), Salai (Boswellia serata)

6. Grass and Fibres Khajur (Phoenix sylvestris), Jhadu (Thysalonea argostis),
Bena root (Eulaliopsis binata)

7. Wild vegetables and
tubers

Pitalu (Dioscorea alata), Kasalu Panialu (Dioscorea sp.),
Masia kanda (Dioscorea wallichi), Mushroom (Lycoperdon
sp.), Kankad (Momordia dioica), Bamboo shoot (Bamboosa
tulda)

8. Insect products Tassar (Anthraea myllita), Lac (Laccifer lacca)
Source: Mahapatra et al., 2005, p. 261
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According to Cavendish (2000), only systematic and subsistence collections of NTFPs could

develop the livelihoods of forest communities and the forest environment in the Global South.

If forest people get back their full right to use NTFPs for subsistence purposes and the India

Forest Department guides them in sustainable harvesting practices, then it may be possible

to improve the standard of living of forest dwellers (Viet Quang and Nam Anh, 2006). Forest

dwellers (mainly tribal) can benefit financially from selling NTFPs on the open market as raw

materials for different industrial products or as the final product with added value (Sarker and

Das, 2009).

1.3 Aim and objectives of the research

The aim of this research is to investigate the socio-economic status of forest livelihoods

based on NTFPs and how the systematic use of NTFPs could help to protect open dry-

deciduous forest areas (including Protected Forests (PF) and Unclassed State Forest (UF))

of West Bengal. The conservation of the dry-deciduous forest areas of West Bengal is

closely linked to the fulfilment of forest dwellers’ basic needs in the longer term (Mahapatra

and Tewari, 2005; Jewitt, 2002a). The main questions framing the research are outlined

below:

1. What types of NTFPs are available in the protected forests or unclassed state forests of

West Bengal, where a high number of forest communities are living?

2. How are forest livelihoods and culture dependent on locally available NTFPs and how

have traditional knowledges and practices regarding the use of NTFPs changed in

recent years?

3. What is the status of collection and conservation of NTFPs for commercial as well as

household purposes at the community level?

In order to address the above questions, a comparative study has been carried out on the

marketing of NTFPs between formal and informal (legal and illegal) sectors in the dry-

deciduous forest areas of West Bengal. It is hoped that the results of this study might form

the basis for policy recommendations regarding NTFP exploitation and management in

eastern India.

Finally, government policy regarding the collection, storage and marketing of NTFPs and its

impacts on forest dwellers’ livelihoods will be discussed in the context of the present scenario

of West Bengal. Questions relating to what forest people think about the contemporary forest

and NTFPs policy, how this policy is affecting their livelihoods and what improvements could

be made will all be addressed in this research. It is argued that improved knowledge about
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the contemporary features of NTFP harvesting, marketing and their role in forest livelihoods

will be beneficial in creating and implementing the State’s future policy for the conservation of

open dry-deciduous forests and the improvement of forest-based livelihoods.

Although there is an important role for NTFPs in the livelihoods of forest communities from

the dry-deciduous forest areas of West Bengal, very little research work has been done in

the research area. Sarker and Das (2009), Malhotra (1991 and 1993), Saxena (2003) and

Mahapatra and Mitchell (1997) have carried out research on the economic and social

importance of NTFPs on the forest livelihoods in east Indian deciduous forest areas of

Orissa, West Bengal, Bihar and Jharkhand. However, the forest livelihoods and NTFPs of the

dry-deciduous forest of West Bengal have received little attention to date.
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Chapter 2

Literature review

2.1 Introduction

In the first part of this chapter, the importance of NTFPs will be discussed in a global context.

Discussions will include the types and nature of NTFPs worldwide, how they relate to forest

livelihoods for domestic as well as commercial purposes and how systematic harvesting of

NTFPs could be useful for the implementation of forest conservation policy. The second part

of the chapter will address these topics in the Indian, and more specifically West Bengal

context.

2.2 Geography of NTFPs in the international context

A large amount of research has already been completed on the protection and development

of forest and forest products from all over the world focusing on different aspects of forest

livelihoods (Bürgi, 1999; Jodha, 1990; Byron and Arnold, 1999; Chun-Lin et al., 1999; Torras,

2000). The environmental, economic and socio-cultural importance of forests have long

attracted environmentalists, economists and social scientists (Keeling and Phillips, 2007;

Kerr, 1991; Khare and Rao, 1993). Shvidenko et al. (2005), for example, have conducted

rigorous work on the market and non-market economic importance of world forests. They

explained:

“Forests annually provide over 3.3 billion cubic meters of wood (including 1.8 billion

cubic meters of fuel wood and charcoal), as well as numerous non-wood forest

products that play a significant role in the economic life of hundreds of millions of

people. The combined economic value of ‘‘nonmarket’’ (social and ecological) forest

services may exceed the recorded market value of timber, but these values are rarely

taken into account in forest management decisions.” (Shvidenko et al., 2005, p. 587)

Out of a total of 800 million hectares of protected [or reserved] forest areas, most are located

in developing countries within the tropics (Gunatilake, 1998). These tropical forest areas “…

may be among the areas containing the greatest wealth of ‘non-market’ benefits” in the world

(Torras, 2000, p. 285). A considerable area of this tropical forest has disappeared within the

last few decades. Unplanned collection of (precious) timber for several purposes was the

main reason for the massive deforestation in the tropics (Mendelsohn, 1994; Torras, 2000).
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“… the rate of tropical deforestation has reached an historic high in the post World

War ll development boom. In the Amazon alone, the area deforested since World War

ll reached the size of France by 1980.” (Mendelsohn, 1994, p. 750)

Like other tropical countries of South Asia, the same thing has been happening in Indian

woodlands.

“In a seminal study of dry land plain areas in several Indian states, Jodha (1990)

found that the area of common pool land available to villagers as a source of forest

products had declined by margins ranging from 31% to 55% in the 30 years after

1951.” (Jodha, 1990, cited in Byron and Arnold, 1999, p. 795)

Although the deforestation of tropical forests has been happening at a fast rate for economic

development purposes, it is not clear to environmentalists or economists how much

deforestation has contributed to social progress to date. For the sake of different socio-

economic activities how much clearance of tropical forests should be allowed is a vital

question to contemporary environmentalists as well as economists.

Mendelsohn (1994), however, possesses a different idea on the conversion of forest areas

into non-forest land. To him,

“Deforestation can be efficient. For example, the deforestation which occurred in the

temperate zone over the last two centuries converted an over-matured forested

ecosystem into a much more productive landscape. With the rising demand for

agricultural land, tropical deforestation could also be viewed as an adjustment

process whereby tropical countries are moving from natural forests to more

productive landscapes.” (Mendelsohn, 1994, p. 750)

It is, however, true that deforestation will not continue. Mendelsohn (1994, p. 756) thinks, it

will be stopped “… when the remaining forests are more valuable than alternative uses, as is

clear in the history of temperate forests in Europe and North America”. Using models, he has

also explained, how ‘property rights’ can affect the tropical forests. The use of a well-defined

property rights model might be useful in the protection and conservation of tropical forests

and forest products as well as to make deforestation more ‘constructive’.

Previously, timber used to be considered as the most important product of tropical forest. It

is, however, now clear that the value of the tropical forest extend beyond timber. The market

value of the NTFPs, produced in tropical forests each year, is much more than that of the

timber products. “Moreover, the total net revenues generated by the sustainable exploitation
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of ‘minor’ forest products are two to three times higher than those resulting from forest

conversion” (Peters et al., 1989, p. 655).

2.2.1 NTFPs and the conservation of forest ecosystem

Collection of NTFPs causes less damage to forests compared to timber operations.

Unfortunately, NTFPs have come into focus only in the last half of the 20th century.

“Interest in NTFPs began in earnest in the late 1980s and the early 1990s, in

conjunction with increasing global concern about environmental issues, especially

deforestation, with increased attention to rural poverty, and with the emergence of the

concept of “sustainable development”.” (Belcher et al., 2005, p. 1436)

The amount and type of NTFPs, however, have been reducing continuously all over the

world (Byron and Arnold, 1999). This is due to the transformation of forest areas for

alternative uses, the over exploitation of timber products and the development of transport

networks in inaccessible areas of Africa, Asia and South America. The indiscriminate

harvesting of timber reduces forest cover and, at the same time, many more plant species,

which produce NTFPs, are disappearing. Simultaneously, the quantity and quality of NTFPs

is adversely affected. This is particularly true for the highly populated developing world,

where a large number of people still live within the vicinity of forest areas and depend on

forest products.

The type, nature and number of NTFPs varies from one forest area to another, even in the

same type of forest areas of different regions or in different parts of the same region based

on the local geo-physical environment. Tropical forest is quite famous for its diversity of

plants and animal species. To analyse the diversity of tree species of tropical forests, Forest

Dynamic Plots1 (FDP) network theory has been widely used in recent years (Burslem et al.,

2001). The diverse tree species of tropical forests produce several types of NTFPs.

According to Burslem et al. (2001), “the tropical forests of the world support a huge number

of tree species – more tree species are found in 0.5 km² of some tropical forests than in all of

North America or Europe” (Burslem et al., 2001, p. 606).

Bürgi (1999) has divided the history of forest use and management into three phases: the

‘period of traditional multiple use’ (until mid 19th century); the ‘period of primacy of timber

production’ (from mid 19th to mid 20th century) and the ‘period of modern multi-impact

1 Forest Dynamic Plot (FDP) – Number of plant species per unit of forest area.
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management’ (from mid 20th century to date). For the analysis of these three phase-changes,

he had focused on human-forest relationships in Swiss lowland forest areas. How human

needs from the local forest areas affect the forest ecosystem was the main theme of his

research. Human needs include timber as well as NTFPs. The demand and collection of

timber and NTFPs varied from one phase to another (Bürgi, 1999). During the first phase the

value of timber and NTFPs were similar, in the middle phase the value of NTFPs were

underestimated compared to timber products, whereas, in the third phase, presently, NTFPs

are considered as more valuable than the timber products from the perspective of forest

ecosystems management as well as forest dwellers’ socio-economic enhancement. The

changes in human needs are the main causes of this shift.

During the implementation of an FAO/UNDP project in the South Pacific region, Olsson

(1991) focused on the multipurpose uses of NTFPs by forest dwellers living in the Republic

of Vanuatu and how the proper harvesting of NTFPs can save the forest ecosystem in the

long run. There are several socio-cultural practices performed by forest dwellers to protect

plant species that produce NTFPs. Ultimately, these practices help to protect the forest cover

of the country. The development of forest areas, the sustainable uses of NTFPs and the

implementation of traditional practices of forest products management was the main focus of

this research.

2.2.2 NTFPs and the forest livelihoods

Before discussing the relationships between forest and forest people, it is necessary to

identify who the forest people are, to what extent they are related to the forest and what their

location is, in context of the forest. There are three main reasons why tropical forest people

depend on forest products. First of all, the collection of forest products can be an ‘attractive’

job for them; secondly, it could be the only option and the only way to struggle with poverty;

and finally, forest people follow these activities due to ‘strong cultural or spiritual reasons’

(Byron and Arnold, 1999, p. 789-790).

NTFPs are collected by forest dwellers, living within or outside forest areas, for household as

well as commercial purposes. Around 400 million people directly and more than 1 billion

people indirectly depend on NTFPs throughout the world (Sampson, 2005; Turner, 2001). In

Africa, forest people collect NTFPs for food, fuel, medicines, decorative, construction

materials, fodder, industrial raw materials etc. In Sierra Leone, for example, about 14% of

foodstuffs and 32% of medicines are produced from NTFPs. About 10% of rural people in

Ghana collect NTFPs on a regular basis for their cash income purposes. In Sub-Saharan
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Africa about 15 million people (15% of rural households) are involved in NTFP collection for

cash income purposes only (Byron and Arnold, 1999).

The age-old practices of NTFP harvesting by indigenous forest people have been changing

dramatically all over the world due to commercialisation (Shvidenko et al., 2005; Sampson,

2005; Turner, 2001).

“At least 150 Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs) are of major significance in

international trade, and the annual export value of these products was estimated at

$11 billion in 1994. China is the leading exporter of NWFPs, followed by India,

Indonesia, Viet Nam, Malaysia, the Philippines, and Thailand (Iqbal, 1995). … The

most reliable estimates indicate that from 200 million to 300 million people earn much

of their subsistence income from non-industrial forest products (Byron, 1997).”

(Shvidenko et al., 2005, p. 605)

The actual number of available NTFPs is much more than the number recorded in official

statistics. This is especially true for the tropical developing or underdeveloped countries.

Those NTFPs, which are exported to other states or countries or have considerable

economic value and are more widely collected are usually considered to be the available

NTFPs of that particular area. It is these NTFPs, which are marketed in an organised way

and for which governments obtain a significant amount of revenue, which appear in official

statistics. Indigenous forest people know about many more NTFPs, which they use for socio-

cultural and economic purposes (often involving illegal marketing of NTFPs). In the

‘Millennium Ecosystem Assessment’ report, Shvidenko et al. (2005) explained that:

“Global estimates of the total monetary value of Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs)

are very approximate and express an order of magnitude rather than documented

market prices, particularly for subsistence uses. A number of studies (Myers 1997;

Myers, 1988; UN-CSD/IPF-CSD 1996; Michie et al. 1999) have attempted to estimate

the value of the subsistence use of NWFPs, arriving at figures ranging from $90

billion to $120–150 billion. This aggregate figure includes valuation of fodder and

grazing ($40–50 billion); edible products ($20–25 billion); traditional medicines

derived from plants, insects, and animals ($35–40 billion); and non-wood construction

materials, such as thatch grass and bamboo, and other similar items ($25–35

billion)”. (Shvidenko et al., 2005, p. 605)

It is, however, quite difficult to analyse the importance of NTFPs for forest livelihoods from a

general perspective. The relationship between forest people and NTFPs varies with the
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“Theory and empirical evidence on the socio-economic factors influencing forest

dependency have drawn little attention in social science literature in the past.

Therefore, there is limited prior knowledge on socio-economic determinants of forest

dependency and the nature of their impacts. … there is no single study that provides

theoretical relationships between forest dependency and socio-economic variables

…” (Gunatilake, 1998, p. 275)

It is clear that the forest is much more than just a source of timber. It has great value in

preserving the geo-physical environment, controlling soil erosion and land degradation,

maintaining water-bodies and meteorological conditions. A distinct type of ecosystem, with

human-nature cohabitation, is found there. Forests also provide several types of NTFPs,

used for generating energy, food, raw materials and medicine. Therefore it is quite difficult to

weigh up the economic significance of the forest area. Presently, the most important issue for

environmentalists, economists and sociologists is to find out the value of forest and forest

products to forest people. A rigorous study on forest and forest people relationships can help

to formulate suitable forest and forest products conservation policy.

2.2.3 NTFPs and the forest socio-cultural life

Byron and Arnold’s (1999) extensive research on the importance of NTFPs on forest

peoples’ cultural, social and economic life in tropical forests, sought to produce data and

information on the contemporary features of demand, supply and use of NTFPs to support

forest people. They also performed a detailed study on the identification, location and

dependence of forest people living in or around tropical forests and the relationship between

tropical forests and forest people how might change with time in the perspective of the

surrounding socio-physical environment. The research was targeted on the protection of

tropical forests by the forest people.

Tropical forests are often intimately related, spiritually as well as culturally, to the forest

peoples’ livelihoods. More than 1 billion [especially forest] people all over the world depend

on NTFPs for their daily household needs including social as well as cultural purposes

(Turner, 2001).

“In all, over 500 plant and fungus species are known to have specific cultural

applications among aboriginal peoples of north-western North America, and most of

these are forest species. Products from some of these species are already being

marketed. … In British Columbia in 1997, the 200-300 commercial gatherers of
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medicinal plants collectively earned an estimated $2-3 million Canadian.” (Turner,

2001, p. 66)

The cultural value of NTFPs is something that aboriginal people have great regard for, but is

often neglected by outsiders (Turner, 2001). The present overexploitation and the lack of

knowledge on the appropriate uses of NTFPs by outsiders has been hampered the

sustainability of forest ecosystems. Therefore, forest people in British Columbia (Canada) are

very worried about the commercialisation of NTFPs as the value of NTFPs is something

more than of economic importance only to them.

The social values of Specialty Forest Products (SFP or NTFPs) and how ‘large scale

commercialisation’ of these products is having an adverse effect on rural livelihoods of North

America was the theme of Emery’s (1998) work. For this, he has divided the social values of

SFP (NTFPs) into three categories: ‘livelihood’, ‘cultural’ and ‘recreational’. According to him,

“Livelihood values are derived from both non-market and market uses. Cultural

values include the continued ability to observe special practices and transfer

knowledge from one generation to another. Recreational values combine the peace

and pleasure of being outdoors with a practical and useful activity.” (Emery, 1998, p.

25)

However, Steinberg (1998) has found during his research among the Mopan Maya of

southern Belize, that indigenous agro-forestry practices are changing with cultural changes

at the grassroots level. This is also reducing the diversity of the ‘biological landscape’.

Among the Yucatec Maya of Mexico, the practices of shifting cultivation diminished the local

forest areas and simultaneously reduced the quantity and quality of NTFPs (Pulido and

Caballero, 2006). On the one hand, the systematic harvesting of NTFPs can help to preserve

forest areas and, at the same time, can also help to reduce rural poverty. With the increase

of ‘anthropogenic effects’ in tropical forests, the total forest area as well as the quantity and

quality of forest products is dwindling. The main theme of the work of Pulido and Caballero

(2006) was to analyse the transformation of tropical forest areas in shifting cultivation

landscapes and its effect on NTFPs produced in those forest areas.

During their research on the economic importance of rain forests in Bolivia and Honduras,

Godoy et al. (2002) considered the financial value of forest products for household

‘consumption’ and ‘earning’; while, to Aylward and Barbier (1992), the economic importance

of tropical forest ecosystems includes their direct, indirect, optional as well as non-use
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values. It is quite difficult to measure the significance of tropical forests based only on the

economic importance of forest products used for household or commercial purposes. To

date, forest researchers have mainly focused on the valuation of forest products from

different perspectives, whereas, the relations between forest and forest dwellers have been

ignored.

2.2.4 Sustainable harvesting of NTFPs

Indigenous forest dwellers have often developed their own methods for the sustainable

harvesting of NTFPs. New methodologies should consider indigenous knowledge carefully

regarding the sustainable harvesting of forest products. It might be useful if traditional

knowledge and modern scientific methods are combined, particularly when NTFPs are

harvested for commercial purposes (Pfund and Robinson, 2005).

“Any change in the extent and quality of the forest, or in access to traditional forest

areas, is likely to be very disruptive for traditional use and activity patterns. Some

populations (e.g., in parts of the Amazon basin) have managed to retain

predominantly subsistence and self-reliant ways of life. Most, however, are

increasingly affected by exposure to market forces. Where this is the case they tend

to be highly dependent on middlemen for access to outside markets for sale of their

products, and for supplies of outside goods.” (Byron and Arnold, 1999, p. 797)

Thousands of plant as well as animal species may disappear within the next few decades if

urgent actions are not taken outside the reserved forests (especially in the open forests) of

tropical regions regarding the sustainable and systematic harvesting of forest products. Putz

et al. (2001) have undertaken extensive research on the enhancement of tropical forest

biodiversity and what government policy should be on it.

In many developing countries, NTFP collectors or forest people often try to sell these

products as quickly as possible to earn some money. Few have sufficient storage facilities to

store their collected products. Within India, poor transportation systems from remote forest

villages to the nearest market and the lack of information about the market price of NTFPs

have created an opportunity for middlemen and mobile agents to involve in the NTFPs

business. Actual collectors are frequently exploited by these middlemen and mobile agents.

For the systematic harvesting of NTFPs and to protect the native forest environment, a

precise NTFP policy can be very useful so long as sufficient consideration is given to local

socio-economic issues and problems. In the eleventh World Forestry Congress (October,



NTFPs in West Bengal: Knowledge, Livelihoods & Policy Literature review

15

1997; Antalya, Turkey), particular emphasis was given to the formulation of policies for

systematic and organised harvesting of NTFPs to preserve the forest cover in tropical over-

populated countries. The systematic harvesting of NTFPs can expand the success of

participatory forest management strategies. In India, the ‘joint forest management circular of

1990’ was later modified to systematise NTFP harvesting and combine it with community

forest management systems (Chandrasekharan, 1998; Mallik, 2000).

Salisbury (2002) has worked on the sustainable management and efficient use of natural

resources, including minor forest products of the Brazilian Amazon forest. The aim of his

research was to use local knowledge in combination with modern techniques to control rapid

deforestation. He considered GIS techniques to be useful in this regard:

“Many efforts are underway to integrate local knowledge into natural resource

management. One method of including this knowledge into natural resource

management is through the use of a GIS combining local and scientific knowledge. A

GIS containing spatial, social and biophysical knowledge from local and scientific

sources can improve natural resource management by providing ground-truthed [sic]

base-line data relevant for management and monitoring strategy.” (Salisbury, 2002, p.

156)

2.2.5 The commercial importance of NTFPs

Compared to NTFPs, timber had always been considered as the most valuable product

because of its uses for construction, making railway sleepers and for naval purposes.

Therefore, the market for NTFPs has received significantly less attention until recently. Due

to the primary focus on timber products, there was limited information about the revenue

brought in by [other minor] forest products. This limited revenue earning capacity caused the

degradation of tropical forests for alternative uses. According to Peters et al. (1989),

“Without question, the sustainable exploitation of non-wood forest resources

represents the most immediate and profitable method for integrating the use and

conservation of Amazonian forests. Why has so little been done to promote the

marketing, processing and development of these valuable resources?” (Peters et al.,

1989, p. 656)

A significant turn in the use of NTFPs in forest livelihoods is presently noticeable worldwide

(Godoy et al., 1995). The markets for NTFPs have expanded dramatically and the
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commercial importance of NTFPs has exceeded their cultural and social value. According to

Shvidenko et al. (2005),

“Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs) [presently] provide subsistence, employment,

and income, particularly for the rural poor, and support small, household-based

enterprises, especially in developing countries (e.g., Arnold, 1998; Ciesla, 1998). …

From 150 million to 200 million people belonging to indigenous groups in over 70

countries, mostly in tropics, depend on NWFPs to sustain their way of life, including

their culture and religious traditions (CIDA, 1998).” (Shvidenko et al., 2005, p. 605)

During his work in Indonesian forest areas, Kerr (1991) focused on the traditional uses of

NTFPs for the making of handicraft goods by forest people in Indonesia and how these

handicraft products can improve the economic condition of forest people. Marketing of NTFP-

based handicraft products helps to solve unemployment problems among forest dwellers and

to improve their livelihoods without overexploiting the forest resources.

According to Pattanayak and Sills (2001), tropical forests provide ‘natural insurance’ to forest

dwellers. With reference to the Brazilian Amazon, they focused on the economic importance

of NTFPs in forest livelihoods. Due to the uncertainty of agricultural work in and around forest

areas, local poor people rely on the harvesting of NTFPs to manage shortages of agricultural

products. Thus, not only the poorest interior forest dwellers but also forest fringe people, for

whom the harvesting of NTFPs is not the primary occupation, place considerable

dependence on the collection of NTFPs (Pattanaik and Human, 2000; Pattanayak and Sills,

2001).

“Where access to forests has been relatively unrestricted, forest foods and income

from forest products are often particularly important for poorer groups within the

community.” (Byron and Arnold, 1999, p. 793)

Like other parts of the world, forest communities from the savannas of South Africa use

NTFPs extensively for their household as well as commercial purposes. For cash generation,

commercialisation of NTFPs at the village level has been increasing considerably. The

money that villagers earn from the selling of NTFPs is used for other household demands as

well as to pay fees for education and for medical purposes (Shackleton and Shackleton,

2003; 2006).

The international market for NTFPs, as an industrial raw material, has been expanding at a

very fast rate. A significant amount of NTFPs, including medicinal plants, are exported from
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Asia, Latin America and Africa to Europe and North America. These NTFPs are used as the

raw materials for several industrial products as well as for direct uses.

“With regard to the location of the processing activities, Germany ranked third

worldwide as an importer of medicinal plants and also third as a (re)exporter of

processed products … it imported 849 species in 1992 from the temperate Asian

region alone (other imports were of 343 species from Africa, 318 from Tropical Asia

and 207 from South America), most of which were processed in Germany (Lange and

Schippmann, 1997). This shows the potential there is for value addition locally.”

(Pfund and Robinson, 2005, p. 39)

During his work on South African savannas, Shackleton (2003) focused on the

commercialisation of NTFPs as a ‘safety net’ for better livelihoods at the rural level.

Collection and marketing of NTFPs is considered as a form of self-employment.

“… a lack of employment opportunities rather than poor education and skills has

forced these women into selling NTFPs for income … Nevertheless, it is important to

recognise that these traders, from amongst the poorest members of society, have

managed to secure a living for themselves … They represent a few hundred people

who would not have otherwise had a job. For this reason it is important not to

underestimate the role that NTFPs can play in easing poverty and providing

additional options for income generation or in meeting specific cash needs such as

school fees.” (Shackleton and Shackleton, 2003, p. 11 & 14)

Shackleton and Shackleton (2003) also talked about the difficulties and main constraints

regarding the expansion of NTFPs market. Pfund and Robinson (2005) have revealed too

the limitations for marketing of NTFPs at regional as well as international levels and how it

affects forest livelihoods in tropical countries. According to them, “NTFP markets are very

diverse and generally specialized. They can be international “big business”, for instance for

some medicinal plants, or they can remain important locally or regionally” (Pfund and

Robinson, 2005, p. 38).

2.2.6 The importance of NTFP policy in forest and forest products management

Forest policy varies from one country to another based on the nature of the government of

the concerned country (Byron, 1997). From a ‘communist command-and-control’ system to a

‘capitalist’ system, clear variances in forest and forest products policy are noticeable. These

different policies also affect forest dwellers’ livelihoods in different ways. For example, before
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the disintegration of the USSR, in the Ukraine forests and other natural resources were

controlled through the communist system. After independence from the rule of the Soviet

Union (August, 1991), a more capitalist system has been working in the country. This change

affected forests and forest products policy as well as forest livelihoods (Nijnik and Van

Kooten, 2000).

To evaluate the policies regarding the management of forest and forest resources and for the

socio-economic betterment of forest people, Dufournaud et al. (2000) used the Applied

General Equilibrium3 (AGE) model (Borges, 1986) in Vietnam. They focused especially on

the export ban, increasing royalties and the increase of export tax on forest products. They

also examined how the forest is important in Vietnam’s economy and what initiatives have

been taken by the government to protect forest covers through the systematic harvesting of

NTFPs.

During the making of policy for the management and research on NTFPs of a particular

forest area, the knowledge of actual [local] harvesters should get utmost priority. During his

research in the Upper Peninsula of Michigan, Emery (2001) found most of the actual

gatherers possess a fair knowledge about their collected products. He recommended that

this knowledge should be used for the making of government policy for the sustainable use

of NTFPs as well as for the conservation of forest ecosystems.

Gunatilake (1998) investigated the socio-economic factors affecting forest dwellers and

controlling their dependence on forest products, in the context of Knuckles and Sinharaja

forest areas of Sri Lanka. He has advised that the “identification of the factors affecting forest

dependency is an initial step towards formulating policies and programmes that are aimed at

reducing forest dependency” (Gunatilake, 1998, p. 275). To protect forest and forest products

for future generations and for the sustainable use of forest products, government policy

should be used to reduce the dependence of forest dwellers on forest products.

With reference to Baka village in China, Chun-Lin et al. (1999) have shown how changes in

‘land-cover’, ‘land-tenure’ and ‘market pressure’ have affected many of the ‘common property

management regimes’ of Asia in the last few decades. The aim of their research was to

3 Applied General Equilibrium (AGE) model - “… applied general equilibrium models describe the
allocation of resources in a market economy as the result of the interaction of supply and demand,
leading to equilibrium prices. Applied general equilibrium models are a powerful and informative tool to
deal with important practical policy issues; but they should be developed with great care and used with
prudence. … It has generated much interest among policy makers and policy analysts as a new
methodology capable of providing coherent answers to complicated questions in a systematic way.”
(Borges, 1986, p. 8)
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reveal the effect of contemporary government policies on the ancient land-use practices

regarding the management of natural [forest] resources. They have also focused on the

‘commoditisation’ of natural resources and its influence on land cover and land use

strategies. According to them, “…the most significant factor affecting the collapse of common

property systems has been the extension and intensification of state authority which has

placed control over rural communities and resources in the hands of government agencies

and corporations who lack either the will or the means to manage forests in a sustainable

manner” (Chun-Lin et al., 1999, p. 133).

Viet Quang and Nam Anh (2006) have undertaken comprehensive work on the identification

of [forest dwellers] ‘household characteristics’ and their dependency on NTFPs for livelihood

and/or cash income purposes for the formulation of forest and NTFPs conservation policies

in Vietnam. With the increase of commercial collection of NTFPs, the number and type of

NTFP species is decreasing so Viet Quang and Nam Anh argued that forest policy should

aim to draw a balance between the maintenance of forest biodiversity and commercial

collection of NTFPs. From the perspective of commercial NTFPs harvesting, they focused on

the local socio-economic conditions and how these influences NTFP trade from one forest

area to another as a guide for drafting recommendations to Vietnam’s forest conservation

policy.

To protect tropical forests, all the products produced in tropical forests should be identified

properly and then their ‘relative’ values should be calculated. Based on these relative values,

approaches should be taken for the preservation and development of individual forests

(Myers, 1988). It is, however, quite difficult to use an analogous policy in the Amazon, Congo

or south-east Asian tropical forests because of the diverse nature of forests and forest-

people relationships, so micro level work is becoming more important for intensive study at

the grassroots level for the implementation of policy and further planning.

Turner (2001) argues that the traditional ways of collecting, storing and managing NTFPs

practiced by aboriginal forest people would be more useful for present forest and forest

products conservation policy than more contemporary ‘scientific’ forest resource

management techniques. Gunatilake (1998) suggested that the “sustainable harvest of timber

and non-timber resources to maximize social welfare should be the overall objective of

production forest management … with minimum or no human disturbance” (Gunatilake, 1998,

p. 274).

Until recently, it was not thought that NTFPs could be important in policy making for the

conservation of forest and forest products and betterment of forest livelihoods. Chanthirath’s
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(1998) work at the Vang Vieng district of Vientiane province in Laos, focused on the uses of

forest products by forest dwellers and tried to find an alternative way to control rapid forest

degradation. Before implementing forest and forest products policy, governments in different

countries are presently trying to find out the importance of forest products to forest

livelihoods. If government policy considers the actual importance of forest products in forest

peoples’ socio-cultural lives as well as their economic importance, then it would be more

useful to control the present degradation and for the future evolution of forest and forest

products. According to Peters et al. (1989), “… the problem lies not in the actual value of

these resources, but in the failure of public policy to recognize it” (Peters et al., 1989, p. 656).

It is not possible to protect forest areas by separating forest people from their forest area.

The poor economic condition of indigenous forest people compels them to depend on forest

products. According to Emery (1998),

“… large-scale commercialisation can reduce the flexibility of specialty forest products

(SFP) as a livelihood strategy and limit rural community access to gathering as a

cultural and recreational opportunity. These effects fall most heavily on those with the

least financial resources because they have limited income opportunities and cannot

pay for substitute goods or activities.” (Emery, 1998, p. 30)

As NTFPs have great importance for the protection of forest areas through the socio-

economic progress of tropical forest areas, NTFPs should get special attention during the

time of policy formulation (Emery, 2001).

Taking into account the importance of NTFPs, the USA has already prepared an explicit

policy for NTFPs harvesting. As NTFPs can take a significant role in preserving forest

ecology by reducing the over dependency on timber products; two policies have been

implemented in the USA in the latter half of the 1990s to guide the substantial management

of NTFPs. NTFPs are normally collected by poor rural dwellers for their livelihoods. Thus, it is

worthwhile to maintain a suitable market value for their collected products. The quantity and

the strategy of harvesting for each NTFP should be considered during the construction of

policy.

“In February 1999, the U.S. Congressional Subcommittee on Forestry and Public

Land Management convened a hearing to explore opportunities for and constraints to

increased harvesting of NTFPs on national forest land. By the end of that year,

national legislation had passed to establish a pilot program to manage NTFPs (H.R.

2466 1999, section 339). This program has three important provisions: 1) recover fair
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market value, 2) collect fees that reflect real costs, and 3) determine sustainable

harvest limits.” (http://www.forestencyclopedia.net/p/p1878; cited on 27th January

2009)

The NTFP policy of the UK largely focuses on the sustainable management of these

products to elevate the economic status of rural communities and the related small

businesses and industries (Forestry Commission UK website: http://www.forestry.gov.uk/;

cited on 28th August 2009).

Policies on NTFP harvesting differs considerably from developed countries to developing

countries, where the number of forest dependent people is considerably higher and at the

same time the amount of forest cover is less. In countries like Nepal, the total geographical

area and its forest cover is relatively small. The number of forest dependent people,

however, is substantially higher because of the high percentage of rural people within the

total population. Many of these forest fringe rural people have a very low socio-economic

status so forest product collection and sale is one of the most important sources of income

for them.

Nepal is renowned for medicinal herb production. Because of its location in the Himalayan

belt, thousands of medicinal herbs are available here. There is a significant international

demand for these herbs so thousands of forest fringe dwellers collect them all year round.

With the increase in the collection of aromatic plants for commercial purposes, the forest

ecology of Nepal has been disturbed. Most of the herbs used to be sold through informal

marketing channels with no restrictions or regulations to control this trade. In response to this

situation, the Nepal government devised a policy in 2004 for the systematic harvesting of

medicinal herbs and other NTFPs and to protect the forest cover. According to the Herbs and

NTFP Development Policy (2004) of Nepal:

“Herbs and NTFP Development policy (2004) addresses the holistic development of

NTFP sector in Nepal. It has set a long-term goal and some specific objectives. The

long-term goal of the policy is to substantially contribute to the Nepalese economy by

conserving and preserving high value herbs and NTFPs and establish Nepal as an

enormous source of Herbs and NTFPs internationally by the year 2020. ... In general,

the NTFP policy 2004 still lacks the provision of identifying and mitigating risks but at

least it provides some directions and supports to NTFP development.”

(http://www.eson.org.np/Forest%20Sector%20Policies%20National.pdf; cited on 15th

April 2009)
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In Mexico and Bolivia, there is no separate policy for NTFP harvesting. However, NTFPs play

an important role in their rural forest communities. The informal marketing channel of NTFPs

is even stronger in these two countries. General forest laws are used for NTFP harvesting

which creates confusion among actual collectors as well as primary purchasers. This is the

primary reason behind a recent move to strengthen informal marketing channels of NTFPs in

Mexico and Bolivia. According to Schreckenberg et al. (2006):

“Legal issues are generally not a constraint to small-scale NTFP producers operating

in the informal market, and few of the community members interviewed knew

anything about the legal requirements for trade of NTFPs. This reflects the fact that

neither Bolivia nor Mexico has much legislation specific to NTFPs, and that which

does exist is poorly implemented by overstretched officials. In both countries, NTFPs

are covered by various environmental laws and regulations that are predominantly

concerned with timber production and/or biodiversity conservation. ... The overlay of

often contradictory regulations originating from each of these laws generates

confusion among both NTFP producers in the formal sector and the institutions

issuing NTFP exploitation permits.” (Schreckenberg et al., 2006, p. 91)

Internationally, there has been an increase in the academic and non-academic research on

NTFPs and forest livelihoods from the perspective of historical geography including colonial

forestry, indigenous knowledge, developmental issues, political ecology and environment

and society. However, most of the research has been done based on specific issues. For

example, Torras (2000), Mendelsohn (1994), Peters et al. (1989) have focused only on the

commercial importance of forest and forest products, whereas, Belcher et al. (2005) and

Byron and Arnold (1999) discussed the importance of NTFPs in terms of forest management

through the diminution of rural poverty. While Turner (2001), Emery (1998), Steinberg (1998)

and Pulido and Caballero (2006) have concentrated on the NTFPs based socio-cultural life;

Pfund and Robinson (2005), Salisbury (2002) and Putz et al. (2001) were more concerned

about the sustainable harvesting of NTFPs to save the forest ecology.

Less attention has been paid to a more holistic perspective on NTFPs and forest livelihoods.

Research on NTFPs from a particular standpoint may hinder to construct a comprehensive

policy to manage the forest cover along with the development of socio-economically deprived

forest dwellers. For the construction of a comprehensive plan on NTFPs and forest

livelihoods, therefore, it is important to conduct research that will coalesce all the related

perspectives.
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2.3 Importance of NTFPs in forest livelihoods in India

From an investigation of Indian forest history, it is clear that NTFPs had a great influence on

forest communities’ livelihoods (Schlich, 1876 and 1906; Cavendish, 2000; Ribbentrop, 1900;

Jewitt, 2002b). Traditionally, NTFPs were used for food, fuel-wood, medicine and for other

subsistence purposes in India. During the colonial period, only timber and a few non-wood

forest products (like, bamboo, grass, resin, gum etc.) got priority for commercial purposes.

Sivaramakrishanan (1999) describes how the scientific forest policies of the East India

Company and later the British Government disrupted the forest resources (NTFPs) and the

socio-cultural lives of forest dwellers in India. NTFPs (such as Sal seed, citronella oil, honey

etc.) used to be collected as raw materials for several industrial products. Therefore, the use

of NTFPs by indigenous people for their subsistence purposes was restricted. Forest people

were evicted from forest areas to succeed the scientific forest management. Sometimes

forest communities forcefully (or can say illegally) tried to obtain their household needs

(NTFPs) from the forest and created conflict with forest officers (Guha, 1989; Jewitt, 1995).

During the British colonial period (1757 – 1947), there were no policies seeking to promote

the economic development of forest dwellers through the systematic harvesting and

management of NTFPs. The ‘Annual Forest Report’ (1865-1940) of the colonial British

government revealed the amount of gathering, marketing and exportation of NTFPs for

economic purposes. From articles by Ribbentrop (1900) and Schlich (1906), it is clear that

NTFPs used to be collected, from reserved forests, for industrial purposes and most of them

were exported to Britain. Forest dwellers were allowed to collect NTFPs from protected and

unclassed state forests for their daily household needs and to sell a portion of it at the local

market. During her research in Jharkhand, the neighbouring state of West Bengal, Sarah

Jewitt (2002) found from the khatiyan records that, during the British colonial period and

beyond, forest communities could collect NTFPs from protected and unclassed state forests

for their subsistence purposes. NTFP collection was also permitted within reserved forests,

but was subject to restrictions detailed in the Khatiyan part 24 (Jewitt, 2002).

Even after independence (August 1947), the policies regarding NTFPs and forest livelihoods

of India did not change very much. Following British colonial forest policy, the Government of

India implemented several strict rules and regulations to control deforestation by illegal felling

(Saxena, 2003). This situation compelled many of the forest communities to shift to other

occupations and subsequently their livelihoods were also changed (Chowdhuri et al., 1992).

4 Khatiyan (Record of right) part 2 contains details of landholders, area of holding, land
classification, boundary, land revenue and status of irrigation (Jewitt, 2002).
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The implementation of the Forest (Conservation) Rules, 1981 was the toughest decision from

the Central Government, in terms of restrictions in forest products collection, to protect forest

cover. However, due to several protest movements all over India, Central Government was

compelled to review and subsequently change the policy (Singh, 2004).

Due to restrictions on the collection of NTFPs (for subsistence as well as commercial

purposes), a significant number of forest (specially tribal) people shifted away from forest-

based livelihoods to work in agriculture or as daily wage labourers. This change of occupation

affected their socio-cultural lives as well. Previously forest plants in India were used for

medicinal purposes, but because of present restrictions on NTFPs collection by native people

the new generation of tribal communities do not know the efficacy of several medicinal herbs

like their ancestors (Negi and Bhalla, 2002).

From the late 1970s and early 1980s, forest officers started realising that, without the

cooperation of forest communities, it was not possible to reverse forest degradation. Finally,

the Government of India decided that the Forest Department staff should collect forest

products and then sell those products to forest communities at a nominal price so that forest

dwellers could get NTFPs for their domestic purposes without entering the forest area.

However, this policy also failed because of political interference and the influence of

commission agents and small businessmen (Singh, 2004; Mahapatra and Mitchell, 1997).

Through the implementation of the National Forest Policy 1988, the Central Government of

India planned that the NTFPs should be used first of all for the improvement of forest

peoples’ socio-economic condition with the rest being used as raw material for different

industrial products. This aim has not been fulfilled, however, and many of the State Forest

Departments or FDCs supply these products to industries following their long-term

agreements to earn more revenue from NTFPs.

In this situation, Joint Forest Management (JFM) was put forward as a new approach to

managing and protecting degraded forests (Joshi, 1983; Kumar, 2002). In JFM, forest

protection committees (FPC) are set up and given responsibility for protecting forests and in

return they can collect their daily household needs from forest areas. When mature trees or

some NTFPs are collected by Forest Department for commercial purposes, the FPCs also

get a percentage (which varies from state to state but is 25% in West Bengal) of the profit. In

several states, Forest Development Corporations were also constituted following the basic

ideas and objectives of JFM (Singh, 2004).
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Unfortunately, there are several restrictions on the collection of NTFPs by forest communities

in several states of India. The degree of control by the Forest Department, however, varies

from one state to another. After independence, some NTFPs (like Kendu leaves, Sal seeds)

were nationalised based on their importance and availability. Only Forest Department

authorised organisations have rights to collect those nationalised NTFPs using FPCs or

Large Scale Multipurpose Cooperative Societies (LAMPS). Forest dwellers or tribal

community members, who are not associated with JFM or LAMPS, have no right to collect or

sell those products on the open market. Forest officers or Forest Development Corporations

(state government recognised) can use FPC or LAMPS members as wage labourers to

collect those nationalised NTFPs for sale to the organised market.

The remuneration that forest people get from the Forest Department or Forest Development

Corporation (FDC) varies from one state to another. In some cases, the prices of NTFPs are

less than the actual market price. For example, the Forest Development Corporation of

Orissa (a state of eastern India) pays the actual collectors only Rs. 18 / Kg for honey while if

the actual collectors sell that honey to the open market directly they will be paid Rs. 50 /kg.

Therefore, it is clear that the nationalisation of NTFPs has not helped forest people or actual

collectors to develop their economic portfolios (Saxena, 2003).

Like other countries of the Global South, in India there is a high probability that forest and

forest products policy will work ineffectively. In their article, ‘Programmed to Fail?

Development Projects and the Politics of Participation’, Kumar and Corbridge (2002) have

shown how development projects and policies in Jharkhand were destined to fail because of

the local systems and political divergence. With changes in elected government, natural

resource management and production policies also change, which can have a major impact

on local people who harvest natural resources. The scenario is similar in the case of NTFPs

harvesting. A long-term strategy regarding the harvesting, management and marketing of

NTFPs might be useful to contribute towards the economic improvement of forest livelihoods.

Relatively few studies (for example, Mitchell et al. 1999; Corbridge and Kumar, 2002;

Mahapatra and Tewari, 2005; Malhotra, 1993; Jewitt, 1995 and 2002) have focused on the

collection, storage, marketing of NTFPs and the policies relating to NTFP harvested in India.

In most cases, these works have been undertaken focusing on a particular topic related to

NTFPs harvesting. Therefore, this research intends to bridge the gaps between different

geographical aspects in terms of NTFPs and forest livelihoods. The research focuses on

several geographical issues including forest products based knowledge development,

livelihoods and economics, forest ecology and sustainable forest management and forest

products policy.
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2.4 NTFPs and the forest livelihoods in West Bengal

In West Bengal, NTFPs are collected from about 154 wild plant species for the use of food,

fuel-wood, fodder, medicine, cottage industries (handicrafts), construction, industrial materials

and different ritual purposes. The average per household income from NTFPs was around

$87 per annum in 1991-92 (Poffenberger et al., 1996). Around 189 types of NTFPs are found

in the dry-deciduous forests of south-western West Bengal alone of which 113 are from

plants and 76 from animals. Forest dwellers use different parts of the same plant as NTFPs

for different household as well as commercial purposes (Malhotra, 1993).

The collection of NTFPs by forest people has been neglected in West Bengal until the 1990s.

The World Bank Implementation Completion Report (1998a) shows that there is no well-

constructed project report to clarify the objectives or ideas regarding the collection, storage,

marketing and management of NTFPs for the socio-economic enhancement of forest

dwellers. Due to a lack of infrastructure forest dwellers cannot store their collected products,

so agents or middlemen collect these products from the actual collectors for a nominal price.

Most of the previous research on NTFP and forest livelihoods in India and West Bengal has

been conducted in reserved forests of tropical and temperate regions (Chandrasekharan,

1998; Mallik, 2000; Corbridge and Kumar, 2002; Mahapatra and Tewari, 2005). However, a

significant amount of NTFPs are harvested from open (protected) forests as well. There are

no government records about many of these products (Department of Forest, 2004 and

2005; WBFDC, 2006). Therefore, this research will focus on forest livelihoods in tropical dry-

deciduous forests of West Bengal and the extent to which forest people are exploited by

middlemen or mobile agents. In the open dry-deciduous forest areas of south-western West

Bengal, many forest dwellers have a low socio-economic status and a number of NTFPs are

marketed through informal channels by middlemen and mobile agents. This area is therefore

an ideal place to conduct such research and to address existing gaps in the NTFP literature.
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Chapter 3

Geo-physical background of the research area

3.1 Introduction

This chapter provides geo-physical information about West Bengal and the three districts

studied (Appendix 4). Particular attention will be placed on how local physiographic features

influenced the development of open dry-deciduous forest areas, the nature of forest and

forest-people relationship in the study areas and why the areas have been selected for this

research.

3.2 Geographical location of the State

West Bengal is situated in the eastern part of India. The state has a unique identity because

of its geographical location. Almost all types of physiographic landscapes (including

mountains, hills, plateau, flood plain, and seashore), soil structures and climatic regions are

found there. It is because of its diverse physical environment, different types of ecosystem

are very common in all over West Bengal. Based on the physical environment, human

livelihoods as well as socio-cultural features also vary from one part of the state to other. The

century-old human settlements (Xinhuanet, 2006) in greater Bengal (including Bangladesh)

had a close relationship with their natural environments and resources. For the easy

availability of household products as well as to save themselves from the attacks of

outsiders, forests proved to be attractive areas for settlement. The history of forest-people

relationships in this area is largely unknown due to the lack of intensive research.

The present total geographical area of the state is 88,752 km² comprising 2.70% of India.

The State extends from 20º 31’ N to 27º 12’ N latitude and from 85º 50 ’E to 89º 52’ E

longitude (Department of Forest, 2004). In the north and north-east, the states of Sikkim and

Assam and the country of Bhutan is situated. Bangladesh is situated to the East; Bihar,

Jharkhand and Orissa to the west and south-west and to the south the Bay of Bengal

surround the state. Before independence (Aug’ 1947) West Bengal was the western part of

Bangladesh (formerly East Pakistan) and it was known as the Presidency of Bengal as a

whole. The state of West Bengal currently includes 19 districts. Districts are divided into

subdivisions: blocks, town municipalities or panchayats. The research was conducted in the

three districts of Bankura, Purulia and West Midnapur. These three districts were selected

because of their physiography, climate, nature of the forests, number of forest [tribal]

communities and forest-people relationships (Appendix 4).
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3.3 Physiographic characteristics of West Bengal and the research area

From a physiographic point of view, West Bengal can be divided into two major categories:

the arable zone, where agricultural activities predominate and the barren or non-arable zone.

More than 70% of West Bengal’s arable land is found in the districts of Uttar [north] and

Dakshin [south] Dinajpur, Nadia, Murshidabad, North 24-Parganas, Hooghly, Bardhaman

and parts of Birbhum districts. Non-arable lands are mainly found in the north of the State

comprising the Himalayan mountain area of Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar districts

and in the 24-Parganas district of southern coastal Bengal (Department of Forest, 2005).

Fig. 3.1: District map of West Bengal

[An outline map not according to scale]

Source:http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/thumb/1/12/WestBengalDistricts_numb
ered.svg/300px-WestBengalDistricts_numbered.svg.png (Accessed 7th June 2008)
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In the northern part of the State, in the Himalayan mountain areas, the soil structure is often

very shallow to shallow, excessively drained and of coarse-loamy to gravelly loamy type.

Excessive rainfall throughout the year and the low to moderate temperature help to develop

good quality forests that were reserved by the British colonial government for commercial

timber production. The Northern Tropical Wet-evergreen Forests, Northern Sub-tropical

Semi-evergreen Forests, Moist-deciduous Forests and Montane Moist-temperate Forests are

found there. The geo-physical environment of the area is not very suitable for agricultural

activities.

In the western and south-western part of the state, in the extended part of the Chhotanagpur

plateau area, the soil layer is very shallow (0-25 cm) to moderately shallow (50-75 cm)

whereas, the drainage categories vary from imperfectly drained to excessively drained so the

rain water does not stay for a long time on the land surface. Severe soil erosion, moderately

high to very high temperature throughout the year and comparatively low rainfall are other

hindrances to agricultural activities in the districts of Bankura, Purulia and Midnapur5. Most of

the protected and unclassed state forests are found in this area.

Gangetic Bengal with alluvium soil, moderate to high temperature and average rainfall of

1389 mm to 1908 mm is the best arable area of the state. Minimal forest lands, including

Reserved Forests (RF), Protected Forests (PF) or Unclassed [State] Forests (UF)6, are found

5 On 1st January 2002, Midnapur district has been divided into two separate districts - West (Paschim)
Midnapur and East (Purba) Midnapur (Fig. 3.1). The data, however, for the West Midnapur is not
available separately till the date so the data of Midnapur district, as it was before 1st January, 2002,
will be used in this research. The fieldwork will be arranged in the West Midnapur district only because
most of the protected and unclassed state forests are located there.
6 Reserved Forest (RF) – “An area notified under the provisions of Indian Forest Act or State Forest
Acts having full degree of protection. In Reserved Forests all activities are prohibited unless permitted.

Table 3.1: Soil zones of West Bengal

Serial number
(Sl No)

Soil type Districts

1 Hilly zone Jalpaiguri, Cooch Behar and Darjeeling

2 Laterite Soil Purulia, Bankura, Birbhum and western part
of Midnapur

3 Alluvial soil Howrah, Hooghly, Nadia, Malda and West
Dinajpur

4 Saline coastal soil Southern part of 24 Parganas and Midnapur
Source: Shah, 1987
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in this area. The net sown area of the state in 1970-71 was only 13.6 million acres, and it has

been diminishing continuously because of urbanisation and the establishment of new

industrial areas etc (MOA, 2000). At present, the per capita farmland in West Bengal is the

lowest among all other states of India.

Southern coastal Bengal with moist sub-humid climate, mean annual rainfall and sandy-

saline soil with a fine texture is also not very suitable for farming. The world famous

Mangroves reserved forest is seen in this area.

Apart from the geographical location and the altitudinal variations, from sea level in the

extreme south to the 3,700 meters high in the north, the physiographic and climatic

differences have created several agro-ecological zones in the state. Around 13.38% of non-

arable land includes the forest areas of West Bengal (Department of Forest, 2004).

3.4 Forest features of the State and study area

Forests are mainly found in the Himalayan mountain area in the north including the districts

of Darjeeling, Jalpaiguri and Cooch Behar; in the saline coastal area of south West Bengal

comprising the district of South 24-Parganas and in the extended part of the Chhotanagpur

plateau area in the western and south-western part of the State.

Most of the reserved forests are seen in the Himalayan mountain area of the north and in the

coastal area of south West Bengal, whereas the greatest amount of protected forests as well

as unclassed state forests are found in the western and south-western part of the State

including the districts of Purulia, Bankura and [West] Midnapur.

About 6,775 km², out of a total of 7,054 km² (96.04%), of reserved forests in West Bengal are

found in the districts of Jalpaiguri (1,483 km²) and Darjeeling (1,115 km²) in the Himalayan

mountain area and in the district of South 24-Parganas (4,177 km²) of southern coastal West

Bengal.

Protected Forest (PF) – “An area notified under the provisions of the Indian Forest Act or State Forest
Acts having limited degree of protection. In Protected Forests all activities are permitted unless
prohibited.”

Unclassed Forest (UF) – “An area recorded as forest but not included in reserved or protected forest
category. Ownership status of such forests varies from state to state.”

Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal 2003-2004, p. 4.
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In the reserved forests of West Bengal, rural people normally cannot enter the forest to

collect forest products (including NTFPs) for their daily household requirements. To enter the

reserved forests, permission from the State Forest Department is needed. Therefore the

dependence of rural people on NTFPs is not that noticeable in these areas (Department of

Forest, 2004).

Table 3.2: Districtwise area under forests by legal status in West Bengal (2003-04)

Sl.
No.

District
Reserved
Forests (in

km² )

Protected
Forests
(in km² )

Unclassed
State

Forests &
Others (in

km² )

Total area
(in km² )

1 North 24 Parganas 43 - - 43
2 South 24 Parganas 4177 42 1 4220
3 Bankura 80 1311 91 1482
4 Bardhaman 3 192 82 277
5 Birbhum 8 54 97 159
6 Cooch Behar - 42 15 57
7 Darjeeling 1115 - 89 1204
8 Dinajpur (North)

8 4 6 18
9 Dinajpur (South)

10 Hooghly 3 - - 3
11 Howrah - - - -
12 Jalpaiguri 1483 217 90 1790
13 Kolkata - - - -
14 Malda 8 5 7 20
15 Midnapur (East &

West)
8 1166 535 1709

16 Murshidabad 1 7 - 8
17 Nadia 5 3 5 13
18 Purulia 112 729 35 876

Total
7054

(59.38%)
3772

(31.75%)
1053

(8.87%)
11879
(100%)

All India 423,311 217,245 127,881 768,437
Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal – 2003-04, p. 14
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Protected forests are mainly found in the west and south-western part of West Bengal (3206

km² out of total 3,772 km², that is 84.99%) including the districts of Bankura (1,311 km²),

Midnapur (1,166 km²) and Purulia (729 km²). This area mainly represents the extended part

of the Chhotanagpur Plateau. Forest dwellers can collect NTFPs from the protected forests

for their daily household purposes without any prior permission from the Forest Department.

Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal 2003-2004, p. 21A.
B- Indo-Gangetic plain
G- Coastal parts of West Bengal

Fig. 3.2: Agro-ecological sub-regions of West Bengal

Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal 2003-04, p. 21A
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The largest amount of unclassed state forests (total 1,053 km²), in the State is also located in

the western and south-western part, including the districts of Midnapur (535 km²), following

Birbhum (97 km²) and Bankura (91 km²). People living in or around the unclassed state forest

areas can also collect NTFPs for their daily household purposes without any government

permission (Department of Forest, 2005). Therefore, the NTFPs, collected from protected

forests and unclassed state forests of Bankura, West Midnapur and Purulia districts of West

Bengal, have a very significant role on the livelihoods of forest dwellers in these areas. This

is why the protected forests and unclassed state forests of these three districts have been

selected as the study area for this research.

Except the total forest areas of the districts of South 24-Parganas (41.54%), Darjeeling

(38.23%) and Jalpaiguri (28.75%), which are mainly reserved forest, other important forest

areas, mainly protected and unclassed state forests, are found in the districts of Bankura

(21.53%), Purulia (14.00%) and [West] Midnapur (12.14%).

The Tropical Dry Deciduous Forests of West Bengal (0.43 million hectares), from where the

majority of NTFPs including leaves, seeds, and other household products are collected by

the forest dwellers, are mostly found in the districts of [West] Midnapur, Bankura and Purulia.

Table 3.3: Districtwise distribution of geographical & recorded forest land in West
Bengal (2005)

Sl.
No.

District Geographical
area (in km² )

Recorded
forest area
(in km² )

% age of
recorded

forest area
1 24 Parganas (South) 10,159 4,220 41.54
2 Darjeeling 3,149 1,204 38.23
3 Jalpaiguri 6,227 1,790 28.75
4 Bankura 6,882 1,482 21.53
5 Purulia 6,259 876 14.00
6 Midnapur (East &

West)
14,081 1,709 12.14

7 Bardhaman 7,024 277 3.94
8 Birbhum 4,545 159 3.50
9 Cooch Behar 3,387 57 1.68

10 24 Parganas (North) 3,977 43 1.08
11 Malda 3,733 20 0.54
12 Dinajpur (South) 2,219 8 0.36
13 Dinajpur (North) 3,140 10 0.32
14 Nadia 3,927 13 0.30
15 Murshidabad 5,324 8 0.15
16 Hooghly 3,149 3 0.10
17 Howrah 1,467 - 0.00
18 Kolkata 104 - 0.00

Total 88,752 11,879 13.38
Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal 2004-05, p. 14
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For the conservation of forests and wildlife of this area, presently the State Forest

Department has been working in association with local forest dwellers of this region

(Department of Forest, 2005). However, the highest levels of forest degradation7 in West

Bengal are also found in the districts of Midnapur (232.82 km²), following Bankura (191.02

km²) and Purulia (172.34 km²).

The encroachment of forest areas for agricultural, settlement and other purposes are also

highest in the districts of Bankura (5724.679 hectares), Midnapur (4280.714 hectares) and

Purulia (1615.790 hectares). With the decrease of forest areas in these three districts, the

number and type of NTFPs also decreased considerably. This has caused an increase of

illegal timber felling mainly by forest people. Illegal timber felling is again reducing the forest

area. Thus, a vicious circle is working which is adversely affecting the forest ecosystem as

well as forest livelihoods in this area.

7 Forest degradation: The reduction of woodland covers.

Table 3.4: Degraded notified forest lands in West Bengal (2005)

Sl. No. District Unit (in km² )
1 24 Parganas (North) 2.37
2 24 Parganas (South) 37.02
3 Bankura 191.02
4 Bardhaman 77.08
5 Birbhum 0
6 Cooch Behar 6.9
7 Darjeeling 44.6
8 Dinajpur (North) 0
9 Dinajpur (South) 0
10 Hooghly 0
11 Howrah 0
12 Jalpaiguri 13.43
13 Kolkata 0
14 Malda 0
15 Midnapur (East & West) 232.82
16 Murshidabad 0
17 Nadia 0
18 Purulia 172.34

Total 777.58
Source: Wetland ATALS of India, 2000, in State Forest Report, West Bengal–2004-05, p. 19
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3.5 Human-forest cohabitation in the State and research area

According to the census data of 2001 (Ministry of Home Affairs, 2001), the total population of

the State was 80.2 million, containing 7.8% of India’s total population with the highest density

of population (904 persons/km²).

“About 72 per cent of the people live in rural areas. According to the Planning

Commission, the proportion of population below the poverty line in 1999-2000 in West

Bengal was 31.85 per cent. The percentages of scheduled caste and scheduled tribe8

populations are 28.6 and 5.8 respectively in the rural areas and 19.9 and 1.5

respectively in the urban areas.” (Development and Planning Department, 2004, p. 4)

Though the majority of the total State population are Bengalis, a considerable number of

tribal (Adivasi) people (4.4 million as per 2001 census) are also found in different districts.

Santals, Kol/Munda, Totos are the major tribal communities of the State. A considerable

8 “Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) are communities that are accorded special status by the
Constitution of India. These communities were considered 'outcastes'... The Scheduled Tribes were unable to
participate in the community life of the Indian Society and were thus deprived of any opportunity for integration
with the rest of the society and corresponding opportunities for educational, social and economic growth. The
Scheduled Caste peoples are also known as Dalits; Scheduled Tribe people are also referred to as Adivasis. ...
SCs/STs together comprise over 24% of India's population, with SC at over 16% and ST over 8% as per 2001
census.” (Source: http://en.allexperts.com/e/s/sc/scheduled_castes_and_tribes.htm, cited on 12th July 2009.)

Table 3.5: Status of encroachment of forest lands in West Bengal (2005)

Sl. No. District Area under encroachment
(Ha.)

1 24 Parganas (North) -
2 24 Parganas (South) 29.500
3 Bankura 5724.679
4 Bardhaman 701.630
5 Birbhum 165.880
6 Cooch Behar 71.000
7 Darjeeling 377.060
8 Dinajpur (North) 0
9 Dinajpur (South) 6.930
10 Hooghly 3.420
11 Howrah -
12 Jalpaiguri 296.464
13 Kolkata 0
14 Malda 262.000
15 Midnapur (East & West) 4280.714
16 Murshidabad 4.000
17 Nadia 0
18 Purulia 1615.790

Total 13,539.567
Source: State Forest Report, West Bengal – 2004-05, p. - 48
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number of these tribal communities are still living in or around the forest fringe areas,

especially protected forests or unclassed state forests of West Bengal. The livelihoods of

these communities are very much dependent on the forests and forest products (Das, 2005).

Around 8,571 of a total 37,910 villages in West Bengal are found in or around forest areas,

especially in protected forests or unclassed state forests. These villages contain 0.61 million

hectares of land with a total population of 8.40 million (MOA, 2000). The largest number of

tribal people (0.8 million), who are mainly living in or around forest areas, are seen in the

district of Midnapur (mainly in West Midnapur) followed by Jalpaiguri (0.6 million), Purulia

(0.5 million) and Bankura (0.33 million). According to the 2001 census data, around

15,92,919 tribal people are living in the three districts of Bankura, Midnapur and Purulia

(Appendix 4). Each year these people collect an enormous amount of NTFPs for their

domestic as well as commercial (especially Kendu leaves and Sal seeds) purposes (Ministry

of Home Affairs, 2001).

3.6 Why the area has been selected for this research

Due to the lack of arable-land and limitations on agricultural activities, the forest people of

these three districts (Bankura, Purulia and West Midnapur) usually go to the districts of

Bardhaman, Birbhum, Nadia and Hooghly as agricultural wage labourers during the

monsoon (June – August) and late autumn (October – November) seasons when the

collection of NTFPs is less widely practiced. For the rest of the year, their main occupation is

the collection of NTFPs from the local forest. The drought prone areas of the districts of

Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur are quite famous for their unique tropical dry-deciduous

forest, which covers only 0.430 million hectares in India as a whole (Department of Forest,

2005). The typical forest type and the long-standing forest-people relationships of this area is

an interesting topic to natural as well as social scientists (Mahapatra and Tewari, 2005). The

lateritic zone, popularly known as the ‘Rarh Bhumi’, covers Purulia, Bankura and West

Midnapur districts and parts of Birbhum district of West Bengal. The hot moist sub-humid to

very hot dry sub-humid climate, the nature of the soil (mainly red lateritic soil) and the

physiographic landscape are the main reasons why this special [typical] type of forest is

concentrated in these three districts. The main tree species found in this forest area are Sal

(Shorea robusta), Kendu (Diospyros melanoxylon), Karaya (Anogeissus latofolia), Salai

(Boswellia serrata) and Bahera (Terminalia belerica) (Department of Forest, 2004).

Some other minor forest products including medicinal herbs and decorative items are also

collected in these three districts (WBTDCC, 2005b). These products also come under the

category of NTFPs. However, no definite government record is available regarding the types,
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amount of collection, storage and marketing of these products. These decorative products as

well as medicinal herbs have a very good market demand in the metropolitan cities of India

as well as in the western world. Each year, a significant amount of these NTFPs are exported

from West Bengal to other states or even other countries through middlemen, agents and

local businessmen (Chowdhuri et al., 1992).

Government organisations like WBTDCC or WBFDC or the Forest Department of West

Bengal, however, have no control over this exploitation, which is obviously higher in

protected and unclassed state forests (as forest people can enter protected forests or

unclassed state forests without forest department permission) compared to the reserved

forests. Therefore, the research was conducted on the NTFPs and the forest livelihoods of

the open dry-deciduous forest areas (including protected forests and unclassed state

forests), which are mainly located in the western and south-western part of the State

including the districts of Purulia, Bankura and West Midnapur.

3.7 A brief introduction of research villages

Eleven forest villages – four each from Purulia and West Midnapur districts and three from

Bankura districts were surveyed for this research. The villages of Bhuda, Sirkabad-Bhelaidih,

Kalabani and Gurahata are located in Arsha block of Purulia district (Fig. 3.3). The Block was

selected due to several socio-physical reasons (Appendix 4). For example, the Block

contains the high hilly area of the Ajodhya range, undulating terrain and the cultivated plain

as well as barren land. Forest cover is mainly found in the upland areas, although some is on

the plain. There is no urban area in the Block. The people are mainly farmers or wage

labourers. Due to the unfertile land surface and insufficient irrigation farming is mainly carried

out during the monsoon. Lack of industrial activities and other wage-labouring jobs increases

the dependence of the population on forest products collection.

A considerable number of tribal people have lived within or in the vicinity of the forests of

Purulia district for centuries. The local forests have an important role in their socio-economic

life. Villages such as Bhuda, located within the interior forest area, are mostly tribal

dominated (Fig. 3.3). Tribal people (25% of the total Block population) from interior forest

villages collect more NTFPs for their household needs than they sell at the local market. On

the other hand, villagers from Sirkabad-Bhelaidih and Kalabani mostly collect forest products

to sell at the market and these villages are situated near the local village market. Gurahata

village is in the foothill area, people collect forest products for household consumtion as well

as to sell at the Sirkabad local market.
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Fig. 3.3: Research villages in Arsha block of Purulia district
Source: NRDMS, Purulia
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Forest fringe villages comprise mostly mixed population, where tribal, non-tribal backward

class (depressed class) as well as lower middle class people live. Local middlemen or mobile

agents live in these villages and visit interior forest villages quite often to collect NTFPs from

tribals. Forest fringe villagers sometimes also sell their collected NTFPs to middlemen to

avoid to go the Purulia town market which is about 30 kms away from the Block. A LAMPS

storage centre is found at the Sirkabad village, which normally collect Kendu leaves and

sometimes Sal seeds.

In Bankura district, three villages were surveyed which are situated in Ranibandh block. The

Block is famous in the State for NTFPs harvesting. Villages include Jamdaha, Barudi and

Katiam (Fig. 3.4). Jamdaha is positioned within the interior forest, Barudi is placed in the

forest fringe area, whereas Katiam village is near the local market of Ranibandh (2.5 km

away). In Ranibandh block there is no hilly tract. Most of the area is undulating land with

some cultivated plain land. The climate of the District is quite similar to Purulia with a dry-cool

winter and hot to very hot summer. As monsoon rainfall is the main source of water for

agricultural activities in the Block, marginal forest fringe people manage their livelihoods by

wage labouring jobs and harvesting forest products in the dry season (Appendix 4).

According to the Census data of 2001, about 47% population of the Block are scheduled

tribe, living at the vicinity of woodlands. Jamdaha is a tribal village where most of the people

collect forest products for their household needs and mobile agents visit the village quite

often to purchase a few NTFPs such as Sal seeds, Sal plates, Mahua flower etc. Villagers

have some cultivated land within the forest and they do wage labouring jobs as well

whenever they get work. Barudi also is a tribal village but they do not collect as many NTFPs

as Jamdaha villagers. Barudi villagers collect most of the NTFPs to sell at the Ranibandh

local market. In Katiam village there is a mixture of scheduled tribe as well as non-tribal

people. Economically, these people are well off compared to the other two research villages

of the Block (Appendix 4). The Ramkrishna Mission Lokasiksha Parisad and LAMPS storage

centres are located in this village. Forest dwellers from other parts of the Block come here if

they wish to sell their collected NTFPs through these organisations.

In Ranibandh block, there are some mining areas but no large industrial units. The

percentage of government employees or any other organised sector workers is very low (less

than 15% of the total). Due to the lack of irrigation systems, unfertile land and the absence of

other industrial activities, the collection of NTFPs can take a very important role in the

livelihoods of forest fringe villagers (Appendix 4). The exploitation of villagers by mobile

agents is also noticeable.
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Fig. 3.4: Research area in Ranibandh block of Bankura district
Source: NRDMS, Bankura
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In West Midnapur district, the survey was conducted in Jamboni block. Four villages were

selected for this research – these are Dakshinsol-Bhaluka, Harinaganj, Kendua and Shushni

(Fig. 3.5). Although, Salboni and Garhbeta are the most renowned area in terms of NTFPs

availability in the District, Jamboni block is not at all negligible in terms of NTFPs harvesting

and marketing. The Jhargram Divisional Forest Office recommended the researcher not to

visit Salboni or Garhbeta because of increasing Maoist activites. The condition of Jamboni

block was comparatively better. NTFPs harvested in Jamboni block are supplied to Jhargram

and Kharagpur towns by mobile agents and middlemen on a regular basis.

The climatic condition of the Block is quite similar to Arsha block of Purulia district and

Ranibandh block of Bankura district. Physiographically, however, the Block is on the plain

land with an unfertile barren surface. It is because of the physiographic variances in Purulia

and Bankura districts, Sal dominated forest with miscellaneous species as well as

miscellaneous forests are common. Therefore, the type of NTFPs is also higher. On the

other hand, in West Midnapur district mainly Sal dominated forests are found and the range

of NTFPs is also less.

Except for Kendua village, all other villages surveyed for this research are located within the

forests, but forests are mostly scattered. Scheduled tribes as well as other backward class

(OBC)9 people are living together in these villages. The collection of Sal leaves for Sal plate

making is one of the most important businesses for these forest fringe dwellers. In Jamboni

block, there are some small scale and cottage industries; people can go for wage labouring

jobs in towns such as Jhargram or Kharagpur, but at least one household member from each

family goes to the forest everyday to collect Sal leaves. The scenario is similar in all four

research villages (Appendix 4).

There is no LAMPS or any other NGO-run storage or marketing centre in the Block. Mobile

agents collect NTFPs from these villages, sometimes forest villagers also go Jhargram town

to sell their products. Some value-added products (mats from Date leaves, alcoholic drinks

from Bakhar, machine-made Sal plates etc) are produced and sold by these forest villagers

at the local market from where middlemen purchase them. These villages were selected for

the research because of the availability of NTFPs, dependence of forest fringe dwellers

(especially tribals) on forest products and the strong presence of middlemen in the NTFPs

business. Detailed information about these blocks and villages is given in Appendix 4.

9 “The Other Backward Classes (OBCs) in India are a group of citizens other than the Scheduled Castes and the
Scheduled Tribes ... The list presented by the commission is dynamic and will change from time to time
depending on Social, Educational and Economic factors... OBCs are described as "socially and educationally
backward classes", and government is enjoined to ensure their social and educational development.”
(Source: http://dictionary.babylon.com/other%20backward%20class/, cited on 12th July 2009)
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West Midnapur

Fig. 3.5: Research area in Jamboni block of West Midnapur district
Source: NRDMS, West Midnapur
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Chapter 4

Sources and methodologies

4.1 Introduction

In this chapter, sources and methodologies used in the thesis will be discussed. Qualitative

as well as quantitative methodologies were used not only to collect data but for the analysis

of those data. The techniques for the analysis of data, ethical issues and problems faced

during fieldwork are also examined here.

According to Devereux (1992),

“Fieldwork begins at home, not in the research site. By the time any researcher

arrives in the chosen village (or district, market, or town), a number of decisions

have already been made that will greatly influence the subsequent research.”

(Devereux, 1992, p. 4)

For this research, the collection of qualitative and quantitative data and information, both

primary and secondary sources received equal priority. To analyse primary and secondary

data, qualitative as well as quantitative methodologies have been used concurrently.

4.2 Sources of data and information

4.2.1 Secondary sources

This research started with detailed archival work at the British Library, London. Archival

research provided data and information on NTFPs and forest livelihoods of pre-colonial and

colonial Bengal and presented an historical context. Although, there is no official record or

document on pre-colonial forest livelihoods and the effects of NTFPs on them in the

Presidency of Bengal, the books, articles and correspondence of different forest officers of

the British colonial government in India (such as Ribbentrop, 1900; Gibson, 1856 and

Brandis, 1864) were consulted. The researcher has also read articles, related to the research

topic, by the then local kings, landlords (Jaminder), academics or eminent scholars and

international visitors such as Fa Hien and Xuanzang. The annual ‘Revenue Reports’, ‘Forest

Reports’ (1865 - 1940), the letters and papers written by forest officers to the British

Government, the correspondence/articles written by several forest officers including the

Inspector General of Forest in India and the ‘19th Century British Library Newspaper’ archives
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were checked to analyse the forest livelihoods and NTFPs policy of the colonial Bengal. ‘The

Times Digital Archive 1785 – 1985’ was also used in this regard.

To analyse the post-colonial features of forest and NTFPs of West Bengal, the State

Government’s annual Forest Reports, the West Bengal Forest Development Corporation

(WBFDC) annual reports (1990 – 2007) and the West Bengal Tribal Development

Cooperative Corporation Ltd. (WBTDCC) annual reports (1990 – 2005) were examined. Only

a limited amount of relevant previous research has been done on NTFPs and forest

livelihoods in east Indian states (by Malhotra, 1993; Mitchell et al. 1999; Mahapatra et al.,

2005; Corbridge and Kumar, 2002; Corbridge et al., 2004; Jewitt, 2002a). Therefore, during

the analysis of NTFPs and forest livelihoods of the research area, in addition to the annual

reports of different government organisations, previous project reports by organisations such

as Indian Institute of Bio-social Research and Development (IBRAD) and National

Afforestation and Eco-Development Board (NAEB) have been consulted. Books and articles

on NTFPs and forest livelihoods in third world countries, web maps, web journals and

newspaper articles have been referred to as the source of secondary data and information.

For the identification of villages and households targeted for semi-structured interviews,

different types of maps were used. To get a clear view of the socio-physical features of the

sampled villages, land-use and land-cover maps (including forest cover), hydro-

geomorphological maps, drainage and water-body maps and soil maps were referred too.

For this purpose offices such as the State Remote Sensing Centre (Department of Science

and Technology, Government of West Bengal), the National Bureau of Soil Survey and Land

Use Planning (NBSSLUP), All India Soil Survey and Land Use (AISS) and Forest Survey of

India (FSI), Kolkata were contacted.

Topographical maps of the Survey of India at the scale of 1:25,000; 1:50,000 and 1:250,000

were used during fieldwork. The National Atlas and Thematic Mapping Organisation

(NATMO) published the ‘District Planning Map’ of Bankura, Purulia and Midnapur districts in

1990s using remote sensing technologies. All these maps were made at the scale of

1:250,000 and these maps were also used during the period of fieldwork.

Midnapur district was divided into two separate districts (East Midnapur and West Midnapur)

on 1st January 2002. As most of the open or protected forest areas are in the district of West

Midnapur, the fieldwork was arranged in West Midnapur. However, in the ‘Annual Forest

Report - 2005’ of West Bengal both districts have been considered as one district and all

data and information related to forests have been considered as of Midnapur district only, so

for this research, data and information on Midnapur district as a whole was used (as it was
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before 1st January 2002). Census data (which includes socio-economic information on

households) and the voting list were also useful sources for the selection of participants to be

interviewed. Census data also provided information on the nature of landholding and

occupation of the interviewees.

4.2.2 Primary sources

For the collection of primary or empirical data and information, mainly qualitative methods

were used. These included semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions and elite

interviews. Semi-structured interviews were arranged with forest dwellers and NGO staff

(who were involved in NTFPs harvesting in dry-deciduous forest area in the State). To get

data and information from forest officers, different types of interviews were arranged.

Questionnaires were used for the household survey among forest dwellers to obtain

qualitative as well as quantitative data.

In addition to these methodologies, participant and direct observation as well as participatory

appraisal were undertaken to get information on the collection, storage and marketing of

NTFPs at the grassroots level. They were also helpful for analysing the impacts of NTFPs on

forest livelihoods. Primary data and information were collected from the three case study

districts of West Bengal where the greatest amounts of open and protected forests are found

and the dependence of forest dwellers on NTFPs were also noticeable.

4.3 Methodologies for primary data collection

The selection of methodologies for any research depends on several factors such as: the

nature of the research, objectives of the research, the direction and/or the perspective of the

research and the position of the researcher vis-à-vis the researched community and

interviewees (Heyer, 1992; Marshall and Rossman, 1999; King, 1994; Grix, 2004). Due to the

nature and type of the research topic and participants, primary data and information were

collected using mainly qualitative methodologies including interviews and participant

observation techniques.

Semi-structured interviews, elite interviews and focus group discussions are used in this

research for generating more qualitative information whereas questionnaires are used to

gather mainly quantitative data from forest dwellers (Appendix 1). Finally, both qualitative

and quantitative data are compared to obtain a more accurate picture of the contemporary

situation regarding NTFPs and forest livelihoods in the dry-deciduous forests of West Bengal.
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Table 4.1: Methodologies used for empirical data collection

Interviews

Interviewees and places visited for empirical data collection with date
Elite
interviews

Founder Chairman of IBRAD (18-09-2008); Director, NAEB, Jadavpur
University, Kolkata (19-09-2008); DFO, Purulia Forest Division (29-09-2008);
PCCF, Government of West Bengal (20-10-2008); Deputy Director in Charge
of the Regional Office of Forest Survey of India, Eastern Region (21-10-
2008); APCCF, Govt of West Bengal (23-10-2008); Managing Director,
WBFDC (24-10-2008); DFO, Jhargram Forest Division, West Midnapur (28-
11-2008)

Semi-
structured
interviews

Assistant Managing Director, WBTDCC (16-09-2008); Middlemen, Sirkabad,
Arsha range (23-09-2008); Ranger, Arsha range, Purulia (24-09-2008);
Medicinal plant specialist, Arsha range, Purulia (24-09-2008); Villager,
Bhuda village, Arsha range, Purulia (26-09-2008); ADFO, Purulia Forest
Division (30-09-2008); C F, Working Plan & GIS, Dept of Forest, Govt of
West Bengal (22-10-2008); Company Secretary & Chief Account Officer,
WBFDC (24-10-2008); Vice President, WEBCON (31-10-2008); Forest
guard, Ranibandh beat, Bankura (04-11-2008); Middlemen, Katiam village,
Ranibandh range, Bankura (06-11-2008); Ranger, Ranibandh range,
Bankura (06-11-2008); ADFO, Bankura South Forest Division, Bankura (07-
11-2008); C F, Research and Development Wing, Dept of Forest, Govt of
West Bengal (12-11-2008); ADFO, Jhargram Forest Division, West Midnapur
(27-11-2008); Ranger, Jamboni range, Jhargram Forest Division, West
Midnapur (10-12-2008); Staff, Forest Training Centre (FTC), Jhargram, West
Midnapur (15-12-2008)

Group
discussions

JFM wing, Ramakrishna Mission Lokasiksha Parishad (16-09-2008); NAEB,
Jadavpur University, Kolkata (17-09-2008); Forest staff, Arsha forest range
office (24-09-2008); Jamdaha villagers, Ranibandh, Bankura (04-11-2008);
Barudi villagers, Ranibandh, Bankura (05-11-2009); Katiam villagers,
Ranibandh, Bankura (06-11-2008); Dakshinsol-Bhaluka villagers, Jamboni,
West Midnapur (12-12-2008); Harinaganj villagers, Jamboni, West Midnapur
(04-12-2008); Kendua villagers, Jamboni, West Midnapur (14-12-2008);
Shushni villagers, Jamboni, West Midnapur (15-12-2008)

Questionnaires survey

Arsha range, Purulia
Forest Division, Purulia

Bhuda village (Hh-15) – 22-09-2008 – 25-09-
2008; Sirkabad-Bhelaidih village (Hh-16) – 26-09-
2008 – 05-10-2008; Kalaboni village (Hh-14) –
06-10-2008 – 10-10-2008; Gurahata village (Hh-
15) – 11-10-2008 – 15-10-2008

Ranibandh range,
Bankura South Forest
Division, Bankura

Jamdaha village (Hh- 20) – 25-10-2008 – 31-10-
2008; Barudi village (Hh-20) – 01-11-2008 – 06-
11-2008; Katiam village (Hh-20) – 08-11-2008 –
11-11-2008

Jamboni Range,
Jhargram Forest
Division, West
Midnapur

Dakshinsol Bhaluka village (Hh-15) – 15-11-2008
– 26-11-2008; Harinaganj village (Hh-15) – 01-12-
2008 – 06-12-2008; Kendua village (Hh-15) – 07-
12-2008 – 11-12-2008; Shushni (Hh-15) – 15-12-
2008 – 20-12-2008

Participation-observation and
participatory appraisal

Arsha range, Purulia
Forest Division, Purulia

Bhuda village (22-09-2008 – 25-09-2008),
Sirkabad-Bhelaidih village (26-09-2008 – 05-10-
2008), Kalaboni village (06-10-2008 – 10-10-
2008), Gurahata village (11-10-2008 – 15-10-
2008)

Ranibandh range,
Bankura South Forest
Division, Bankura

Jamdaha village (25-10-2008 – 31-10-2008),
Barudi village, (01-11-2008 – 06-11-2008),
Katiam village (08-11-2008 – 11-11-2008)

Jamboni Range,
Jhargram Forest
Division, West
Midnapur

Dakshinsol Bhaluka village (15-11-2008 – 26-11-
2008), Harinaganj village (01-12-2008 – 06-12-
2008), Kendua village (07-12-2008 – 11-12-
2008),
Shushni (15-12-2008 – 20-12-2008)

Using these methodologies, a wide range of data and information were generated which

cover many aspects of forest dwellers’ livelihoods and their dependence on NTFPs. The

survey was not designed to explore any data or information regarding the hunting or
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gathering of animal products as the collection of animal products is illegal in the research

area (Mahapatra et al., 2005). It was quite difficult to discuss human feelings, their

understandings of the surrounding environments and their daily lifestyle using strictly

regulated quantitative methodologies only (Mason, 2003). It is for this reason that the

collection and analysis of data and information using qualitative as well as quantitative

methodologies were also used.

4.3.1 Questionnaires

Questionnaire (Appendix 1) surveys were conducted among forest dwellers mainly for the

generation of quantitative data. Through such surveys, a large amount of data were

generated in a fairly short period of time. Some open questions, which generated qualitative

data, were included in the questionnaire to share forest dwellers’ opinions on the research

topic. Questionnaires were used in eleven villages, four from Purulia and West Midnapur

districts and three villages in Bankura district. One hundred and eighty households, a

minimum of fifteen from each village, were selected for this purpose. Households were

selected based on their socio-economic status and forest dependence. Households included

scheduled caste, scheduled tribe as well as other people live within forest area.

Those forest villages with the highest numbers of households dependent on NTFPs, were

given priority for selection in the survey. The distance of villages from forest areas, as well as

from the nearest market (from where local merchants collect NTFPs from forest villagers)

was also taken into consideration. Gender divisions, regarding the collection of NTFPs,

received special attention; because a large number of women and children are exclusively

involved in the collection of some specific NTFPs. As older forest people may have better

knowledge of medicinal plants than younger ones, the cross section included different age

groups to enable the collection of different levels of knowledge.

Questionnaire surveys were arranged throughout the day and in the evening so that all types

of household members could take part. During the monsoon, a large number of forest

dwellers undertake agricultural work, as wage labourers, away from their home in the same

district or even in the other districts, so the volume of their NTFPs collection falls

considerably. However, during late autumn, the greater amounts of NTFPs are collected from

the local forests. That is why the questionnaire surveys were started from the end of

monsoon (22nd September 2008) and continued until winter (22th December 2008). This long

fieldwork period was also useful in providing information on the different features of NTFP

harvesting and its effects on forest livelihoods in different seasons.
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Although questionnaires generate a large amount of data within a short period of time (Grix,

2004), there are some limitations in using this technique. For example, respondents may not

give their opinions or thoughts in a flexible way if most of the answers are of the ‘yes’ or ‘no’

type. To solve this problem, semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions were

arranged where participants were able to share their ideas using their own words.

4.3.2 Semi-structured interviews

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect qualitative data and information for this

research. This type of face-to-face interview is useful in remote villages of the Global South

(King, 1994; Heyer, 1992). For example, Judith Heyer (1992) noticed during her fieldwork in

Kenya in 1961–62 and in India in 1981–82 that the, “rural people like to being interviewed far

more than might be thought, and ... people frequently asked to be interviewed if they were

not on the list” (Heyer, 1992, p. 208).

Semi-structured interviews were chosen because: first, they do not follow any rigid or specific

order so the researcher could conduct each interview in a flexible way (Hay, 2000). Second,

the use of a pre-formatted list of questions allowed all key research topics to be covered, but

at the same time, new questions as well as topics, related to the research area, could also be

discussed. Finally, interviewees could share their own feelings freely in their own words

instead of providing only ‘yes’ or ‘no’ type answers, which usually happened in the case of

questionnaire surveys.

For this research, semi-structured interviews were held with forest villagers, villagers who

have knowledge about medicinal plants, intermediaries, who are involved in NTFPs business

at the ground level (Fig. 4.2) and Forest Department staff (Fig. 4.1). Seventeen semi-

structured interviews were arranged. In this case, interviewees were able to share their own

Fig. 4.1: Semi-structured interviews with the Conservator of Forest (left), Government of
West Bengal (22-10-2008); Vice-president (middle) of WEBCON (31-10-2008) and Chief

Account Officer of WBFDC, Kolkata (24-10-2008)
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ideas and knowledge in a flexible and informal environment. Answers were noted down at

the time and simultaneously taped (with the interviewees’ permission).

Female, male and child household members were all encouraged to participate in the

interviews. Children from forest communities (especially tribal) play an important role in the

collection, storage and marketing of NTFPs. Although, children took part in the interview with

their elder family members, they were always given an opportunity to express their own

opinion. During interviews with elderly people and children, ethical issues (such as their

identity, ethnicity, comments, security etc.) were considered with special importance.

To overcome the language problem between researcher and interviewees, an interpreter

was used from each researched community. The interpreter(s) had good knowledge of the

native language as well as Bengali or English, thus the comments from local people were

translated word for word just after the interviews. Interpreters, however, also helped the

researcher to break the ice between the researcher and forest villagers as interpreters were

mostly from the researched villages. According to Devereux and Hoddinott (1992) and Heyer

(1992), apart from translation interpreters also help in other ways:

“The main advantage of working with an interpreter – someone whose

responsibilities are confined to translating – is that the field worker enjoys fairly

direct contact with respondents, while retaining some flexibility (to write and think)

during interviews.” (Devereux and Hoddinott, 1992, p. 26)

However, it is also true that the presence of an interpreter sometimes made respondents

‘more reserved and less talkative’ as Shahrashoub Razavi (1992) noticed during her field

work in Iran in 1988-89. Therefore, mostly young people from forest communities, who were

Fig. 4.2: Semi-structured interviews with medicinal plant specialist (left) from Gurahata
village (24-09-2008), local mobile agents for NTFPs (middle) from Sirkabad village (23-09-

2008) and Bhuda villagers (26-09-2008) in Purulia district
Photo: Ghosal, S.
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college students and had very good relationships with other forest villagers and knowledge

about the forest community, were selected as interpreters for this research.

Account has to be taken of some limitations associated with semi-structured interviews. First

of all, interviewees sometimes avoided answering questions or providing incorrect

information on sensitive issues. For example, some NTFPs are nationalised, so forest people

cannot collect these products without government permission. However, forest people

sometimes collect these products illegally. Therefore, forest dwellers have avoided

answering questions about the collection, storage and marketing of these particular NTFPs.

For information regarding these products, the researcher had to ensure respondents that

their identity would not be revealed. It was a very hard task to convince respondents but the

researcher put his best endeavour with sincerity to overcome this hurdle. A similar type of

problem also arose in the case of semi-structured interviews with Forest Department staff,

middlemen and NGOs staff.

Second, semi-structured interviews were mainly targeted to gather qualitative information.

Although, the researcher tried to have an interpreter from each research community who had

a good knowledge of the native language as well as of Bengali or English, this language

issue produced a gap between the researcher and the research group. The interpreter

sometimes used his own words, particularly if he was a keen supporter of a political party,

which did not exactly reflect what the interviewee said. Care was taken in the interpretation of

the information to ensure that this type of bias was reduced to a minimum.

The poor transportation system within forest areas was another problem. Semi-structured

interviews were time consuming so it was very difficult to complete the anticipated number of

interviews in the more remote villages. The fieldwork was started in the month of September

which is the rainy season in West Bengal. The muddy forest paths become very difficult to

follow. Within the villages, the researcher mostly walked and when travelling from one village

to another a lightweight two wheeler was used. The driver and the two-wheeler were hired

from the Forest Department.

Finally, as Heyer found (1992, p. 208), “it is obviously vital to keep interviewees interested

and concentrating on the subject matter. This is more difficult … if the interviews are long

and tedious”. Therefore, the researcher tried to make semi-structured interviews as short as

possible, but covering all the research objectives. To obtain the interviewees’ personal ideas

and thoughts, only the most relevant issues were discussed for saving time. For example,

some issues are well-known to Forest Department staff, which may not be relevant to forest
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dwellers. Therefore, questions were asked according to the interests and knowledge of the

interviewees.

4.3.3 Focus-group discussions

Focus group discussions are similar to semi-structured interviews, but here a small group of

people take part at the same time. During focus group discussions, the researcher works

more as a moderator than as an interviewer (Goss, 1996). Focus group discussion is one of

the most frequently used techniques for market studies. It is, however, also used as an

important methodology for social science research in general (Marshall and Rossman, 1999).

Following the ideas of Foulkes (1948-1983) on the importance of focus group discussion in

geography, Hoggart et al. (2002) considered that,

“…a carefully constructed [focus] group discussion could replicate social relations

and interactions. This is because communication within the group becomes

multidimensional, intra-personal, interpersonal and transpersonal. This means

that dialogic interaction can have meanings for an individual, between individuals,

and for the group as a whole. As a result, group responses are more than the sum

of individual responses; during conversation one set of ideas can set off other

thoughts and exchanges.” (Hoggart et al., 2002, p. 213)

Focus group discussions were used in this research for several reasons. First, focus group

discussions were normally arranged in a more relaxed environment compared to one-to-one

semi-structured or elite interviews and participants felt and acted more naturally in this case.

Second, this type of discussion created an opportunity to gain additional data and information

that the researcher had not considered before the arrangement of discussions. Third,

through such discussion, several common ideas and opinions have been revealed on

complex topics. Fourth, as most of the participants in a focus group discussion were from the

same background they were happy to discuss the same topic from different points of view.

This provided extra information for the research topic. Through group discussions, sample

size has also been increased in a limited period of time (Krueger, 1988). Finally, for

‘argumentive discussions’ the focus group worked as a very popular methodology as it

generated new and unexpected information. That is why Devereux and Hoddinott (1992, p.

31) remarked, “[focus] Group interviews are very useful as a kind of brainstorming, which fills

in background information”.

For this research, ten focus group discussions were arranged. These were one each for the

NAEB and Ramakrishna Mission Lokasiksha Parisad and forest staff of Arsha forest range
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office (Purulia district). Seven focus group discussions were organised with forest dwellers,

three in Bankura district and four in West Midnapur district (Fig. 4.3). There were between

five to ten participants in each group.

Officers from different departments of the NAEB and Ramakrishna Mission Lokasiksha

Parisad were invited to take part in focus group discussions. For example, Ramakrishna

Mission Lokasiksha Parisad has several departments such as JFM Wing, marketing of

NTFPs, agri-horticulture, Lac cultivation etc. Therefore, experts from each department were

requested to take part. In the case of village groups care was taken to ensure a balanced

age-sex ratio (Fig. 4.3). Forest dwellers that were highly dependent on NTFPs for domestic

as well as economic purposes were selected for the group discussions.

Each focus group discussion ran from an hour to two hours. Open questions were discussed

during this time. The topics of discussion were disclosed to all the group members in

advance so that they could be prepared. All focus group discussions were recorded and later

transcribed. Important points had also been taken as notes during discussions. The

researcher tried to minimize the problems associated with focus group discussions.

According to Goss (1996), the lack of confidentiality and discussion on sensitive issues in a

mixed age-sex group sometimes creates problems. The researcher avoided discussion on

any confidential issue. Sensitive issues (such as age-sex issues regarding the harvesting of

NTFPs) were normally discussed during one to one semi-structured interviews.

It was very common that some of the participants took a more active role than others.

Therefore, the researcher attempted to give all the participants an equal opportunity to

express their own ideas. The researcher provided all the focus group participants with a

preformatted sample of questions; which were discussed during focus group discussions.

This helped participants to take preparations in advance. However, not all the participants

Fig. 4.3: Group discussion participants from Shushni village (left) of West Midnapur district
(15-12-2008) and Jamdaha village of Bankura district (04-11-2008)

Photo: Ghosal, S.


