COMMUNITY INSTITUTIONS FOR NATURAL RESOURCE MANAGEMENT – A RETROSPECT

Recommendations Of The ICEF Workshop

9 – 11 September 2003, Bangalore

The workshop aimed at in-depth discussion of issues related to sustainable community institutions, based on the experience of ICEF projects.  The learning was intended for on-going and future ICEF projects and made available for other practitioners and donors including CIDA. Conclusions, learning and possible directions that were obtained from workshop, are listed below.  Some questions that have been raised do not have definite answers and need to be explored further.

Institutional

· As far as possible, community institutions needed to be anchored in the existing policy /legal provisions.  This would ensure that the created institutions continue to have formal recognition beyond the project period. There could be exceptions to this thumb rule if the project was attempting to demonstrate a structure that was different from the prescribed one.  Composition of the general body, the executive committees and the rights of the members were cases in point.  

· CBOs should have the ability to analyze the requirements and have the dynamism to adapt to fresh challenges. In the course of project implementation itself, the challenges could vary from participation to income generation to marketing and mobilizing government programmes. The role of the CBO changed with the problems that had to be dealt with in relation to the resources being developed, used and managed.  

· Sustainable CBOs (including SHGs), could restrict their activities to meeting a single critical need, such as saving and loaning, and need not necessarily take up multiple objectives.  Such choices would depend on the given need.  Others could take on multiple tasks to sustain the interest of the members in the organization.

· Could a CBO exclusively for the weaker sections, functioning with democratic principles and values such as equity, be sustainable in a village setting where such practices were non-existent and where the power relations were skewed?  A few projects had shown signs of doing this successfully. What would be the extent and depth of backstopping inputs required and for how long?

· Eventually the CBOs had to work in the given socio-political environment of its location. Thus they had to build the required structures, systems and capacities to deal with external and political factors. 

· It was important to evolve the appropriate form of the CBO for the given task on hand.  SHGs need not be the appropriate institution in all conditions.  If necessary, changes could be made in the form and structure of the body to meet the designed objective .   

· Different local level institutions created for specific purposes but leading to a common objective should have organic linkages.  If SHGs were formed with the objective of empowering its members to participate more effectively in the functioning of the CBO, then an organic link between the two should be ensured.  Periodic assessment and analysis of the community based institutionwais necessary to create or de-link institutions. 

· The need to build linkages with or work with PRIs was extremely important.  The mechanism to do so, however, was limited in institutions that were promoted by policies / laws, such as the JFM committees or WUAs, where no such linkage was envisaged.  Where the PRI was an implementing agency for a watershed project, as promoted by the Hariyali guidelines of the MoRD, a competent NGO could play, and has played, the role of the watershed development team successfully.   What should be the appropriate level of the PRI’s involvement – gram panchayat (villages level), panchayat samiti (block level) or zilla parishad (district level) would depend on the extent of the project. 

· Convergence with government programmes and funding could lead to results that would be more than a sum of the total.  CBOs needed to actively seek such convergence.  This would call for intensive interaction at all levels of the official hierarchy.

· The need to create a CBO required review, if the need could be met by an entrepreneur who could provide the service / benefit for a fee (for example, providing electricity through a bio - gas plant).

Capacity Building

· The government ran several programmes to impart training in organizational, financial, management, technical and social matters to the various community based institutions.  Over the years, such trainings had been found to be of limited value.  As against this routine one-off training in class room settings, extended continuous hand-holding in real life situations led to a more sustainable creation of capacities. 

· Sustainability required capacities to be built in resolving conflicts.  These conflicts could be intra-community, inter-community, between CBOs, between CBO and government departments / bodies.  The urgency to create such capacities was proportional to the powerlessness of the institution and to the lack of awareness regarding participatory processes and the dynamics of natural resource management.  

· Empowering the community to demand appropriate and good quality services from the government had been demonstrated in a few projects.  

Legal issues

· The fundamental problem in natural resource management in India was the dichotomy between the legal owners and managers of the resource on the one hand and the users on the other.  Laws promoting decentralized management were insufficient, even if they were enabling. Political and administrative acceptance of joint management and decentralized management had to be in place.  Capacities to implement such participatory management had to be created in all the stakeholders. 

· Laws / policy support / government order was necessary to ensure sustainability of the CBO and to ensure that it was able to access institutional finance and participate in government programmes.  Where such legal/ quasi legal support did not exist or was inappropriate, they should be actively sought. 

· In situations where the natural resources were limited and fragile, laws / policy statements were necessary to ensure that extraction or usage of the resources was controlled.  This could be true in situations where external players, such as industry, had to be persuaded to follow management policies that sustained and conserved natural resources like ground water and minerals.   

· Specific MoUs and agreements tended to formalize the access and rights over resources by institutions.   These agreements could be entered in to among the CBOs and between CBOs and constitutional authorities such as the panchayats.

· The 73rd Amendment to the Constitution of India granting financial powers to the Panchayats / PRIs did not apply to ‘Scheduled Areas’.  The latter was covered by the PESA – Panchayat Extension to Scheduled Areas Act of 1996.  Under this the local traditions, customs and local traditional institutions played a predominant role. 

Financial

· CBOs would have to be financially self-sustaining and be able to bear all management costs. In the beginning, however, CBOs would require corpus funds. Such funds could be created through various means  – charging fees for the use of the developed resource, periodic contributions, contributing part of the grant for developing the resource, grants made to it and so on. 

· Beneficiary contribution fostered greater involvement and participation in the planning, implementation and ownership of the intervention, leading to cost saving and improvements in quality. 

· Loans in place of grant were seen as more desirable and appropriate means of financing watershed development activities. The model could demonstrate reduced costs and more appropriate design of structures.   Revolving funds for income generation had worked very well in a large number of projects.  However, shifting to watershed development fully financed through loans from a community corpus had yet to be fully demonstrated. 

Economic

· Linking livelihoods to the conservation and management of resources led to sustainability.  Economic incentives were also very effective in given circumstances. Interventions had to clearly recognize the reality of livelihood security. CBOs had to internalize this understanding as well. 

· Income generating activities could follow the route of micro activities involving small number of individuals with small capital outlay, catering to a limited market and requiring minimum entrepreneurial skills.  Alternatively, it could be on a large scale requiring professional management and large outreach serving external markets.  There were issues relating to the infrastructure, capital, skills available, the time frame involved and the access to raw materials and markets. The donor agency would need to have clear strategy for interventions at either of the levels. 

Social

· SHG were powerful agents of social change.  They had also proved to be appropriate vehicles for empowerment of women.  The intermediary organizations had to be sensitive to and prepared for the adverse effects to the introduced change. Also, intermediary agencies and donors should differentiate between project and programme objectives. 

· Ensuring decision – making roles and access to benefit for the weaker sections of the community, including women, required proactive steps.  Formation of SHGs could  be one of the initial steps to facilitate empowerment.  It was not sufficient.  Other processes included training and capacity building, building self-esteem, facilitating acceptance by men of this new role of women, quotas in decision-making bodies etc.

· Social changes took longer to bring about than physical changes.  The rate of change was also context specific.  Baselines were an important tool to measure the change. 

