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This article reports on changes in land use and in land degradation between 
the 1970s and 2006. In the middle hill region of west ceno·al Nepal in 
1977, part ofa watershed experienced erosion rates exceeding 30 Mt/ha/yr 
due to high rainfall intensities, unstable soils, steep slopes, deforestation 
and severe overgrazing. Howeve~ since the 19705 an innovative national 
government policy of handing over forest management to local people was 
put in place, resulting in conversion of nearly all the eroded grazing and 
5hmb land to managed pasture and forest, a fivefOld increase in grass and 
fodder and a near-doubling of forest productivity. While 43% of project 
costs were spent on user group formation and vegetative restoration, this 
provided most of the social, environmental and economic benefits, com· 
pared to stmctural measures. 

The objectives of the study are fourfold: 1) to document land use changes 
resulting in improved ecological health of the watershed and ina-eased pro
ductivity of forests and grasslands; 2) to demonstrate the livelihood and 
economic benefi ts resulting from improved watershed health,. 3) to show 
that participatory forest and range management policies are more effective 
than structural measures in restoring a watershed in the middle hills Of 
Nepal; and 4) to demonstra te the efficacy and validity of using land use 
changes as a rapid project evaluation method. 

Keywords: community forestry, erosion plots, land use, watershed 
management, evaluation, socia] fencing. 

THE POSSUIJLlTY OF REVISITING an international project begun 30 years ago 
is rare, and when presented should be considered as a unique oppor
tunity for reflection and observation of success and failure. Such an 
opportunity arose in ZOO6 when th e Food and Agriculture Organiza
tion of the United Nations (FAO) encouraged a return to the Phewa 
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Tal watershed (Kaski District, Nepal), the site of an FAO-assisted proj
ect that had assessed water quality, land use and hillside stability in 
1977-78. 

Introduction 

The watershed, 140 Ian west of Kathmandu and adjacent to the town 
of Pokhara, covers 113 krnZ and drains into one of the country's most 
prominent lakes, Phewa Tal (Figure lJ- Topography is steep; slopes 
average 400A>, and elevations range from 850 m at the lake to 2,500 m 
at Panchase Peak. The lake, the town and treks into the nearby An
napurna range make the area a popular tourist destination. In 1977, 
forest land, including that classified as shrub, composed 28% of the 
watershed, all owned and controlled by the national government of 
Nepal (Fleming, 1983)_ While terrace land was beautifully maintained, 
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Figure 1. Location of Phewa Tal in N epal 
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overgrazed land was eroding, and forests were being stripped of even 
small trees for firewood and fodd er. Of the watershed population of 
21,000, over 90% were engaged in agricultural ac tivi ties. Subsistence 
agriculture was the main economic activity with principal crops of 
rice, corn, millet, wheat, potatoes and vegetables (mustard and soy~ 

beans). Most families kept four or five buffalo for the productio n of 
manure and milk and for ploughing. Forests supplied fuelwood and 
timber for building but were not managed on a sustained-yield basis. 

In late 1978, the future of the forest and pas ture lands was in 
doubt. The project fi nal report recommended a watershed plan but 
also contained pessimistic long-term projections based on then ex
tant land and n atural resources use practices. Uncontrolled grazing 
and indiscriminate firewood collection with subsequent erosion were 
likely to devastate hillside farmland, pasture and forest cover (Flem
ing, 1983). 

By 2006 the population had grown to 37,000, most still employed 
in agriculture. Buffalo ownership had declined to one or two per fam
ily, and instead of open grazing, animals were stall-fed. In addition 
to the traditional crops, kitchen gardens had expanded to include an 
array of vegetables for family consumption and for sale in Pokhara 
(Nepal Bureau of StatistiCS, 2(06). Reports by government scientists, 
international aid groups and NGOs since 1978 as weH as interviews 
with forest officials and local residents tell the continuing story of an 
innovative forest policy that, with advice and ongOing evaluation by 
dis trict forest officers , progressively turns over management respon
sibilities to groups of local people, Community Forest User Groups 
(CFUGs), living adjacent to the forested aleas. The shilt in man age
ment included an end to open grazing and a programme to improve 
livestock (FAO, 1987). By 2004, CFUGs had come to manage 2S0f0 of 
Nepal's forest land (Kanel, 2004). In the Phewa Tal watershed the per
centage was much higher, exceeding 60%. Observations in th e fi eld, 
reinforced by aerial photographs and satellite imagery, were that for
est and grazing land had not only recovered but improved markedly 
under the community forest policy. 

How forest policy has developed 

The devolution of control over the forest s in Nepal has followed a 
zigzag path, evidenced by a brief history of forest policy. As early as 
the 1600s a royal edict of King Ram Shah recog nized the im portance 
of forests in the protection of the environment: 

Maintain trees around water springs. In the absence of trees, wa
ter will not las t all through the year and the spring will run dry. 
If forests are cleared on a massive scale, t here will be many land-
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