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The missing link between CF and DRR

Community Forestry (CF) is usually considered a success story of
land management in Nepal. However, its importance is not
adequately harnessed in the context of the growing risk of disasters
such as those related to floods and landslides under changing
climate. It is now time to mainstream disaster risks reduction (DRR)
ideas into the way CF is managed. Mainstreaming DRR concerns
can also pave the way for building longer-term resilience of local
communities amidst growing socio-environmental risks.

In this Policy Brief, we argue that while Community Forest User
Groups (CFUGS) have an important role in DRR, CFUGs should
not be seen as the primary institution for DRR. This is because
disaster events crosscut diverse sectors (e.g forest, road, and
agriculture) and multiple scales (from household to national level).
Such encompassing nature of disaster therefore requires multiple
actors - both government and non-government - to collaborate for
DRR. Yet, as this brief highlights, CFUGs have important role to
play, and this is indeed a very important one, given the strengths
and potential of both forest and local communities as demonstrated
by many CFUGS in Nepal1 .

Why community forestry should not ignore
disasters?

In August 2014 alone, hundreds of people died and thousands were
displaced due to floods, landslides, extreme heat events and related
climate disasters in Nepal'! . Many of those affected are also the
members of CFUGs, a situation that is not surprising given the
nation-wide expansion of CF program in Nepal! . What remains
intriguing is that these disasters have come at a time when Nepalese
forestry stakeholders were celebrating the success of community
forestry in Nepal. In June 2014, Sixth National Community Forestry
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Main messages

1. As the area under community forest expands (over 1.7 million
hectares) and functioning CF institutions proliferate, CF has
immense potential for DRR, especially those risks related
to floods and landslides

2.  CFUGs have the opportunity to institute provisions for
regulating services of forest ecosystem under their
management more explicitly than the current practice

3. CF potential to DRR can be realised if CFUGs are mandated
to consider indirect and regulatory services of forest
ecosystems, along with necessary support services and
enabling policy and regulatory framework

4.  CFUGs have an important role to play in reducing disaster
risks but they cannot address the problem alone; there is a
need for fostering collaboration across diverse institutions
and across multiple scales to prevent and mitigate the effects
of disasters

Workshop was held to celebrate the success, as well as to find
ways to cope with the new challenges facing community forestry.

Undoubtedly, it has now become urgent to find ways to mainstream
disaster concerns in community forestry so as to save lives from
the disaster events, as these types of events will grow in frequency
and intensity in the future under changing climate. Clearly, it is
not enough to have community forestry meet the needs of fuelwood
and fodder - benefits that usually go into the judgement of
community forestry success in Nepal. Moving beyond this success
rhetoric, it is now time for CF stakeholders to revisit community
forestry system in such a way that it can also contribute to reduce
disaster risks and enhance the resilience of vulnerable households
in the country.

How can community forestry contribute to disaster
reduction?

CFUGs can contribute to DRR in two main ways (See Figure 1).
First, over 1.7 million hectares of forest area that is under community
management has the great potential to contribute to mitigation of
floods by enhancing soil and water conservation. CF can also
contribute to the reduction of the flow of floodwater in riverine
areas. Given the past trend, the CF area is likely to grow in the
future, and consequently, the role of CF in reducing the risk of
disasters related to flood and landslides will become even more
crucial. Second, given the demonstrated institutional capacity of
CFUGs to organize collective action at the community level, they
have the potential to offer immediate services and extend
humanitarian assistance to disaster victims at the local level. As



Figure 1 shows, there are several enabling factors that could enhance
the positive contributions of CFUGs in reducing disasters: secure
tenurial rights over forest resources, access to capacity development
services in relation to planning and management of their resources,
development of responsive and accountable federations to articulate
the voice of vulnerable groups at higher scales of governance, and
a strong linkage that can emerge between CFUGs and local
government system. However, these strengths of CFUGs are yet
to be fully mobilized for DRR.

Figure 1. CFUGs and disaster risks reduction: a conceptual
framework
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At present, CFUG capacity to contribute to DRR is jeopardised by
several disabling factors: forest policy emphasis on provisioning
services of forest (such as timber and fuelwood) at the expense of
regulatory services (such as soil and water conservation, flood
control etc); elite capture at local level including CFUG level
decision making processes, fragmentation of institutions and lack
of coordination among institutions related to forest, water and other
land use sectors; and limited knowledge, information and
technological options on forest management that could lead to a

Box 1. How can CFUG contribute to reduce disaster risks?

® As one of the most vibrant local organizations, with legal
rights to manage and use forest areas designated by the
government, CF can act as strong local institution in navigating
the forces leading to disaster risks.

As CFUGs have rich experience on forest management, they
can also undertake monitoring of climate induced risks and
take necessary actions.

CFUGs are the local organizations, close to households and
families, and hence can offer instant advice and support to
households and communities in case of need.

In many cases CFUGs have held regular elections of their
executive committees, which means that they are likely to be
more accountable to the community than other organizations
whose leadership is not voted by people.

Local communities often believe that forest has the potential
to help mitigate the risks of climate. In a survey of households
affiliated with two CFUGs, 85% of the respondents believe
that community forests help in stabilizing soil, reducing the
natural hazards like erosion, and landslide.
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balanced management of provisioning and regulating services of
forest ecosystem under community management. Box 1 further
outlines how CF can reduce disaster risks to member households.

In analysing the potential of CFUGs in DRR, it is suggested that
the framework presented in Figure 1 and ideas given in Box 1 are
integrated with the risk reduction framework presented in the next
section including Table 2.

Conceptualizing disaster risks - what can we learn
from current science?

Understanding how CFUGs can contribute to DRR is indeed related
to how we understand two key concepts: vulnerability and disaster.
Developing a common understanding on CFUGs-DRR linkages is
important, as vulnerability and disaster mean different things to
different people. While many agree on the most obvious forms
such as landslides leading to casualties and the loss of property as
a disaster situation, others still disagree on what causes them, much
less on solutions. Still others see these as 'natural' disasters, and
there are those who see these as a result of failures in governance
in the society. Table 1 below outlines at least three different ways
to understand vulnerability.

Table 1. Multiple interpretations of VulnerabilityiV

Human-Environment | Critical social science view

interaction view

Bio-physical view

1. What is
vulnerability?

Vulnerability is a
biophysical phenomenon,
with environmental stress
acting on the ecological
system.

Vulnerability occurs
through interaction
between environment
and society.

Vulnerability of particular
groups of people is primarily
a result of political-economic
structure in the society.

2. How to understand
vulnerability?

Establishing causal
relations among
biophysical variables.
Focus on quantitative
analysis, Scale: place.

Critical analysis of power,
access, injustice underlying
the conditions of
vulnerability. Qualitative
focus. Scale: household/
groups.

Systems analysis, mix
of quantitative and
qualitative methods.
Scale: Multi-scale.

3. Why vulnerability
analysis is needed?

Establish links between
climate system and bio-
physical system on earth
surface including water.

Explore the property of
the system, including
vulnerable and
resilient aspects.

Establish causal links between
variables such as issues of
access, power etc and
vulnerability.

4. What solutions to
reduce vulnerability?

Infrastructure.
Technology.

Systems management.  Social protection. Equitable

access.

There is a rich conceptual debate on concepts related to vulnerability
and disaster. While one can engage in endless debates in the domain
of theory, we often have a narrow range of choices in any particular
contexts. Therefore, it is important to take a practical strategy in
analysing vulnerability and disasters, considering different elements
emphasized by the various approaches such as those mentioned
above (Table 1). In the following sections, we consider these
elements to explore more practical strategies that can be used to
reduce vulnerability. We suggest that an integrated view of
understanding vulnerability, by blending different approaches,
could be a best way forward.

The four questions posed in Table 1 can help CFUGs and other
CF stakeholders understand who is vulnerable, how, and to what
extent. It is suggested that drawing up checklists from the three
perspectives as outlined above - biophysical, human-environment
interaction, and critical social science - together can help develop
a nuanced analysis of vulnerability in a particular context. This
analysis can then be linked to the framework we presented in Figure
1 depicting the links between CFUG and DRR. Such an iterative
analysis can lead to robust understanding of what CFUGs can do
to address vulnerability in specific contexts.
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What issues need to be tackled?

The business as usual practice of community forestry is not so
conducive to reduce disaster risks. Our field studies and the review
of scientific evidence both confirm that CF has the potential to
significantly reduce disaster risk and vulnerabilities of the poor
households and local communities if CF institutions are reoriented
to serve the purpose. The process of reorientation can be catalysed
through a clear policy framework.

Several studies show that Nepal has helped save forests and also
enhanced the supply of forest products to local communities" .
Likewise, there is a longstanding scientific belief that forests help
preserve soil and contribute to water conservation"". While we do
not have reliable scientific evidence on the links between forest
and disaster risk reduction, several decades of Nepal's experience
on community forestry show that community institutions, have
the potential to significantly reduce disaster risks. To achieve this
potential, several issues need to be addressed:

® Moving beyond business as usual practice. Evidence from
the field shows that current forest management practices
embrace limited consideration of climatic vulnerability. For
example, CFUGSs and stakeholders focus on managing timber
and fuelwood, while ignoring risks related to landslides and
floods. This practice can escalate the vulnerability of
communities.

® Upscaling community based adaptation planning. A number
of Local Adaptation Plan of Action (LAPA) and Community
Adaptation Plan of Action (CAPA) are being developed in
Nepal. Such plans can be of some help in adapting to slow
and steady risks but are not adequate to reduce risks due to
extreme climatic events and other catastrophic disasters.
Moreover, there are questions of institutional ownership of
such plans, which are often driven by external projects.

® Connecting scales. CAPA and LAPA have emphasized
excessive localism (focusing on local level issues), often at
the expense of multi-scalar adaptation issues. Acting at CFUG
level is important, but actions are needed at higher scales to
coordinate the efforts of research, infrastructure, governance,
and planning. In addition to the CFUG level, mainstreaming
disaster risks concerns into the work of DFOs, service

providers, and value chain actors is also important. As there
is no elected local government currently, LAPA also lacks
institutional ownership. It is therefore important to ensure
institutional anchorage of these local level planning processes,
whilst also establishing linkages across the multi-scalar
adaptation processes. This means, for instance, working
simultaneously at local, subnational and national levels in such
a way that actors respond to climate crisis in a mutually coherent
and synergistic way.

® Enabling regulation from disaster lens. The current regulatory
arrangements, which are primarily related to the conservation
of forests and provisioning of forest products and services,
need to be reviewed in the light of disaster risk reduction
perspective. Currently, there is a focus on protection of forests
- a strategy that is not adequately linked to disaster risk reduction.
Disaster reduction strategy requires whole new sets of activities;
for instance, some mechanical structure may need to be created
at the bottom of a forest on a riverbed, such as a gabion wire
wall instead of planting trees. Table 2 below summarises
possible disaster reduction actions on different aspects and at
various levels along with the identification of a lead agency
for each action types.

® Institutional coordination across sectors and scales. There
is a tendency to shift DRR obligations to CFUGs, local level
institutions or local governments. Given the complexity and
scale of disasters happening in Nepal (often affecting multiple
districts and villages), it is important that CFUG contributions
to DRR are kept fully aligned with larger efforts of DRR. In
addition, the limit of CFUG to contribute to DRR beyond their
mandated role in forest management should also be recognised
and respected, with clear DRR strategies to mobilise other
important actors such as local governments, public DRR bodies
and DRR focussed NGOs.

Possible Action Points

Given the opportunities of CFUG to contribute to DRR as outlined
above and also in view of the gaps in current approaches, following
actions are suggested for various agencies related to community
forestry in Nepal (see Table 2).
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Table 2. Possible actions, lead agency and aspects of vulnerability
reduction through CF

How is vulnerability
reduced?

Allowing a wide range
of DRR-oriented
forestland management
activities and
technological fixes.

Possible actions Lead agency)|

1. Revise forest regulations and MFSC
directives to grant CFUG a
mandate to manage forest
areas for conservation,
livelihoods and reduce the
vulnerability of the local
communities.

2. Catalyze networking among CFUGs can cooperate

CFUGs at the landscape level DFO,DDCs, 0 hed level to
to explore common sources  YPCS, NGOs - the upstream
of vulnerability and i sources of risks for
upstream-downstream FECOFUN downstream
linkages of vulnerability. communities.

3. Categorise CF areas interms DFQ, NGOs =~ Government and other
of degree of vulnerability to a4 non-governmental
climate risks and offer FECOFUN  bublic resources can be
trainings to CFUGs to tackle targeted at areas that are
the existing and potential most prone to risks.
sources of vulnerability.

4. Actively facilitate the NGOs and E i freed
conversion of natural capital Action COnomIe Teecor
. . . enhances choice to
1ntq economic and ﬁpanmal Research shield the disaster risks.
capital through sustainable  groups

harvesting and use.

In addition, we suggest that CF's contribution to DRR be planned
at four levels: district, sub-district (such as VDC or landscape),
CFUG and village levels.

1. District level: DFOs and district level service providers should
undertake rapid climate vulnerability mapping in the district
and then locate forests and settlements in different parts of
the district that are prone to risks. This work can be integrated
with five-year strategic plans of DDC and DFO. Areas can be
located with varying risk levels - extremely high, high, moderate

and low risk zones. Four aspects need to be considered:

Climatic data

History and experience of past risks

Levels of poverty

Marginality and accessibility - e.g road access,

/o o

communication network, distance from nearest towns
e. General level of awareness and preparedness of people
to potential disaster risks

Sub-district level: At sub-district level (such Rangepost or
VDC), FECOFUN and local forestry staff can work with
communities and local NGOs to develop disaster risk maps
at the range post level, using the same criteria used for the
district level mapping.

CFUG level: At each CFUG level, community leaders and
forestry staff can develop similar maps at the CFUG level.

Village / hamlet level: building on the recent innovations to
develop village and hamlet level action plans in forest
management (within CFUGS), opportunity exist to formulate
DRR reduction plans at village level.
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