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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

This paper describes one of the first attempts to introduce a collaborative
approach to forest management in a former Soviet-governed country. It highlights
some of the challenges raised in developing a more participatory approach in a
country accustomed to top-down, centralised decision-making and outlines some
lessons for similar efforts in other nations in transition.

A Swiss-funded project supported the introduction of collaborative forest manage-
ment (CFM) in Kyrgyzstan at two levels:

1. Through a pilot project in two trial areas, focusing on the walnut-fruit forests
in the south of the country, which are of exceptional interest for biodiversity
conservation and also often important for local people’s livelihoods.

2. At a national policy and legislative level, giving legal recognition to CFM across
the forestry sector.

As a result of the country’s Soviet past, there are strong reservations about group
or community based work. Instead, the most acceptable mechanism for collabo-
rating with local people in forest management has been through long-term leases
taken by households or small household groups. Four years on, the number of
CFM leases agreed is over 200, covering roughly 1,500 hectares of forest land.
Significant progress has been made with legislation (CFM is now backed by a
sound legal framework), in human resource development (at least amongst key
individuals), and in establishing institutional mechanisms to promote equity.
Recognised weaknesses of the project are a lack of orientation to poverty allevi-
ation and to gender issues; these are beginning to be addressed.

Introducing the concept of collaborative forest management to a country in tran-
sition poses many fundamental challenges. Particular issues likely to be shared are
the difficulty of promoting participation; a possible resistance to group work; a
context in which forests are becoming more important to rural livelihoods than
they were; a potentially growing disparity between rich and poor; and a possible
need for new forest management techniques. Although in many countries, forest
departments have a reputation for hierarchical decision-making, the degree to
which this is found in countries in transition is exceptionally strong and difficult
to overcome. Changing working practices from a system of centralised planning
and highly top down implementation structures to local level, participatory plan-
ning and implementation may take years to come about. We argue that it is impor-
tant to work as far as possible with local preferences and norms, whilst bearing
in mind lessons already learned from community forestry in other countries.
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COLLABORATIVE FOREST MANAGEMENT IN
KYRGYZSTAN: MOVING FROM TOP-DOWNTO
BOTTOM-UP DECISION-MAKING

Jane Carter, Brieke Steenhof, Esther Haldimann and
Nurlan Akenshaev

Kyrgyzstan is a small, mountainous country in the midst of Central Asia. Formerly
part of the Soviet Union, Kyrgyzstan gained independence in 1991 and has since
experienced over a decade of major social, economic and political change. Unlike
its larger (and richer) neighbours Kazakhstan and Usbekistan, the country has
embarked upon a policy of democratisation and decentralisation. However, the
reorientation to a free market economy has been difficult for a variety of reasons,
and the years since independence have brought economic hardship for many, and
a growing disparity between rich and poor.

This paper documents the experience of introducing a collaborative approach to
forest management to Kyrgyzstan. It highlights some of the challenges raised in
developing a more participatory approach in a country accustomed to top-down,
centralised decision-making, and outlines some lessons for similar efforts in other
nations in transition.

THE FOREST SECTOR IN KYRGYZSTAN

Kyrgyzstan’s forests are few (covering a mere 4% or so of the territory, or roughly
794,000 hectares), but their limited ‘quantity’ is more than compensated for by their
genetic interest (Blaser et al., 1998; Hemery and Popov, 1998). Of particular renown
are the walnut-fruit forests in the south, occupying the lower mountain slopes at an
altitude of roughly 1,300-1,800m. These forests comprise both naturally occurring
and human-modified (planted, grafted) walnut (Juglans regia), apple (Malus species),
Prunus species, and other fruit-bearing tree species, and are widely considered to be
of global significance for biodiversity conservation (Blaser et al., 1998).1

1. The other main forest types found in Kyrgyzstan, spruce (Picea schrenkiana); juniper (Juniperus species) and
riverside forests (mainly various willows, Salix species) are of less immediate interest in the context of this paper.



4 - GATEKEEPER 108

Box 1.The leshoz as a territorial and social unit for forest management

Set up during Soviet times to manage forest land on a productive basis, the leshoz was, and still is, both
a territorial entity and a ‘community’ of people living in and working for the organisation. The leshoz
once served as a complete unit of social organisation (providing shops, primary health care, nursery
care, schooling, and social amenities), but the severe cuts in the state budget following independence
meant not only that these social benefits disappeared, but many people also lost their permanent jobs.

During Soviet times, leshoz operations were dictated in a highly top-down manner, with ten-year
management plans for the walnut-fruit forests being prepared thousands of kilometres away in
Moscow. Leshoz staff then had to implement them, in a contractual manner. Today, each leshoz has a
certain amount of autonomy in the preparation of its ten-year work plan, which is based on a national
forest inventory. Decisions regarding implementation of the plan are an internal affair for the leshoz,
and in this respect it is significant that /leshoz staff are also a part of the community (and thus in some
ways more answerable to it).

During Soviet times, all land was owned and managed by the state through collec-
tive enterprises. Following independence, the state-owned agricultural lands were
divided up into private shares. However, forest land was not privatised, but contin-
ues to be state-owned, managed by what is currently the State Forest Service.2

At the local level, forest management is organised through (Soviet instigated) state
forest enterprises or leshozes (Box 1), of which there are some 14 in the walnut-
fruit forest area. It is important to note that the leshozes have legal responsibility
for forest territories and their management — a fact that is viewed by the author-
ities as non-negotiable, and which rules out any transfer of ownership per se to
local people. For most leshoz inhabitants, independence has brought many disad-
vantages: they enjoy neither the former advantage of salaries and good social facil-
ities, nor the new benefit of private shares of land.3 Furthermore, they feel little
ownership of the forest, as up to now it has simply been a means of gaining paid
labour. Forest products are only now becoming part of livelihood strategies.

Why Collahorative Forest Management?

In 1995 an international workshop on the walnut-fruit forest was held in Kyrgyzs-
tan. Reflecting current international trends towards participatory forestry (eg.
Dove, 1995; Fisher, 19935; Victor et al, 1998; Arnold, 2001), workshop partici-

2.This agency has been through a variety of incarnations since independence. For much of the period covered by this
paper, it was GOSLESAGENTSTVO, the State Agency for Forests and Wildlife, with a status independent of any
Ministry. It was re-organised in 2001 into the Department of Forest Development under a new Ministry of Ecology
and Emergency Situations, but regained institutional independence in 2002 as the State Forest Service.

3. Although many leshoz residents did receive small shares from the break-up of nearby collective State farms,
it was not a significant amount (generally well under 0.5 ha).
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pants recommended testing a more collaborative approach to forest management
(Box 2). This idea was taken up under KIRFOR,4 a programme that, through Swiss
collaboration, has been supporting the forestry sector in Kyrgyzstan since 1995.

Box 2: Collaborative Forest Management

Various justifications for a collaborative approach to forest management are suggested in the literature.
To quote Brown (1999) (with minor adaptations), these include:

Proximity: local people are closest to the forest and therefore best placed to manage it;

Impact: their livelihood activities have a direct effect on the condition of the forest; their involvement in
its management makes sound practical sense;

Equity: community-based forest management can increase resource flows to rural populations, helping to
alleviate poverty and distribute income more equitably;

Livelihoods: given that forests are often an important source of rural livelihoods, CFM has the potential
to strengthen livelihood security;

Capacity: recent experience of community forestry (eg. in Nepal and West Africa) suggests that it can
improve forest quality and condition to a greater extent than governments can when acting alone;

Biodiversity: CFM is often viewed as a means of supporting biodiversity conservation (although
arguments are made for and against this);

Cost-effectiveness: governments often perceive local forest management as an effective means of
cutting forest management costs;

Adaptation: aimost by definition, flexible and adaptive management cannot be delivered centrally; local
circumstances and interests must be incorporated (clearly this is a more cogent argument where
government policy favours decentralisation);

Governance: involving communities and community institutions in forest management (a sector often
noticeably lacking in ‘good governance’) may help to introduce discipline into the management of the
sector and offer significant checks and balances on otherwise unregulated public services.

Development philosophy: CF IVl tends to fit well with the wider development assistance strategies of the
international community, stressing local participation, decentralisation and ‘subsidiarity’ (the view that decisions
should be taken as close as possible to the affected citizens), as well as the promotion of civil society.

In Kyrgyzstan, the decision to collaborate with local people in the management of
the walnut-fruit forests was primarily made out of the recognition — by Kyrgyz
and Swiss decision-makers alike — that the future of the forests was intimately
linked to the large number of people living in and around them. For the Kyrgyz
authorities, the overwhelming justification, or expectation at the beginning, was
a reduction in forest management costs. Other factors included:

n the necessity for a change (due to the lack of finances);

4. KIRFOR is managed by Intercooperation on behalf of the Swiss Agency for Development and Cooperation
(SDC), in partnership with various Kyrgyz agencies, most notably the SFS.
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n the need to continue implementing leshoz plans (particularly planting targets);

» concern about increased pressure on the forest by local people for agricultural
land, fuelwood (especially given the reduced availability after independence of
other energy sources), illegal felling of timber and (highly valuable) walnut burls,
and the overcollection of walnuts; and

» a view that local people should be educated about the importance of forests.

For the project staff, CFM was particularly seen as a means to promote:

» biodiversity conservation, through the active, productive management of se-
lected stands (CFM was never viewed as an approach applicable to all forest
stands, but rather one management option);5

» the empowerment of local people, giving them greater responsibility for forest
management (and potentially other aspects of their lives), and increasing moti-
vation to conserve the forest;

m equity, as far as possible, through group management of forests (looking for
opportunities to build on traditional systems); and, eventually

» the improvement of local livelihoods through sustainable resource utilisation
and income generation opportunities arising from this.

CFM was introduced in two ways. Firstly, through a pilot project in two trial
leshozes; and secondly, at a national policy and legislative level. These two levels
of activities are described in turn in the sections that follow.

FIELD EXPERIENCES

Early investigations indicated that a number of important prerequisites for a
collaborative approach were met in the walnut-fruit forests, notably:

» heavy local dependence on the forests for livelihoods (an assumption that was
in fact later questioned);
» recognition by local people that the forests were being degraded;é and

5. This was both because it was anticipated that local people would probably not be interested in all forest areas;
and also because there are some ecologically or economically sensitive areas (eg. watershed catchments, areas
containing many valuable walnut trees with burls, etc.) which the authorities were unwilling to give up. The idea was
that local people could manage areas defined as suitable for CFM (essentially productive forests within reasonable
access of settlements or summer pastures). Limited /eshoz resources could then be focused on managing the smaller
areas considered unsuitable for CFIM.

6. Common property resource theory suggests that local people are more likely to be interested in managing a
natural resource if they perceive it to be in decline, as long as it has not been degraded beyond the point of it being of
use (Ostrom, 1999).
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» willingness by local people to become involved in forest management, and will-
ingness by the state authorities to try a new approach.

The basic concept behind CFM was “a working partnership between the key stake-
holders in the management of a given forest, in particular the immediate, local users
and the relevant forest authorities”. This, however, can be interpreted in different
ways. Partnership with local people was a totally new concept in Kyrgyzstan,
where past patterns of management and communication were strictly top-down.
In Soviet times, personal initiative or questioning the relevance of orders were
strongly discouraged, and this still influences behaviour today (Carter et al., 2001).
The Kyrgyz authorities were clear from the beginning that the most appropriate
form of ‘partnership’ would be leasing forest land to individuals in exchange for
forest-related work. The project was open to trying different mechanisms for
CFM, and stressed that leases should be viewed as only one option. However,
project activities rapidly became focused entirely on leases, with no other mech-
anism being viewed by partners as feasible.

For the first three years of the project (1998-2000), activities were focused in two
trial leshozes, Ortok and Usgen. The basic idea of a CFM lease was for local indi-
viduals to take responsibility for the management of a forest plot, performing
certain forest activities in return for permitted forest harvests (mainly of walnuts
and other fruits, as well as deadwood for fuel; felling trees for timber is not
allowed). No money was expected to exchange hands — this in itself is a major
innovation. It became apparent that seasonal leases have actually been in use for
some time, even during the last years of Soviet rule. (This was especially the case
for leshoz staff members, as a work benefit, and included seasonal access to
harvesting of nuts, hay, grazing areas, etc.).

A six-month anthropological study for the project in 1999 (Marti, 2000), had
some important findings which helped shape the project (Box 3).

The project aimed to work with groups, rather than individuals. This was both
because it was perceived that equity aspects could be more easily addressed
through groups; and also because many forest management activities are more
efficiently organised through group action. However, a strong resistance to group
work became increasingly evident. Although this might at first seem unexpected
after years of communism, there are a number of reasons for such an attitude.
The most commonly given explanation for a lack of interest in organised group
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Box 3: Key findings from the social anthropology study

1.The Kyrgyz are, in essence, culturally distant from the forest, being traditionally nomadic
pastoralists. During Soviet times, forest management became a source of paid employment, but not
a task for which people took real interest or responsibility. In fact, it is often only where forest
resources are scarce that greatest use is made of forest products. The implication (not entirely borne
out by experience to date) is/was that CFM is only likely to succeed in areas of highly degraded
forest.

2. At least in some leshozes, there is a distrust of current leshoz management, which is seen as
inefficient and highly corrupt. In such management regimes, there is great potential for inequity in
lease distribution. In response, the project has placed strong emphasis on equity issues.

3. Any original traditions in resource management (including those concerned with pastoralism)
have been heavily eroded over the Soviet period, to the point that there is little community memory
of them.

4.There is a significant, even cultural, lack of any sense of value in written contracts. Most Kyrgyz
(particularly rural citizens) place far more faith in personal relations and verbal agreements. It is
common for both a written agreement and an oral agreement to exist, with the second usually being
much more favourable for both parties (to date, the project is not aware of this happening with
CFM contracts). There are no ready ‘solutions’to this reality; all the project can do is constantly
reinforce the need for written documents given the long time period covered, and thus the strong
likelihood that /eshoz staff will change many times over the contract’s duration.

Source: Marti (2000)

work is that, following the experience of forced collective work, people are acutely
aware of the unequal contribution made by individuals in a group, and thus now
have a strong preference for individual or family-based enterprise. A second reason
(especially early in CFM implementation) is that leshoz staff are more comfortable
agreeing leases with known, trusted individuals than with groups. A third prob-
able reason is that during the Soviet period, the traditional adhesion to tribes and
clans was so strongly discouraged that it is now very weak.

To date, the only group leases that have proved possible have been those based on
a small group of two to four households that are either closely related, or have
strong friendship ties.

Leshoz staff tended to have unrealistic, excessive expectations of what tenants
could achieve under lease contracts. More surprisingly, tenants often proved
willing to agree to work that they could not fulfil. The latter was partly because
tenants were not used to arguing for their rights, but also because they often
trusted the leshoz management (at least in the case of individuals with close ties
to leshoz staff). In some cases, they also lacked a real appreciation of the amount
of work entailed in a given task (determining a ‘fair’ workload for a given forest
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plot has been an important role of the CFM Boards — see below). Another reason
was probably a belief that what was written in the contract was in any case unim-
portant (see Box 3). It also became clear that the main concern of leshoz staff was
tree planting (fulfilling targets in the leshoz plan), rather than forest management.
More generally, it appears that one inheritance of Soviet times is a wealth of data
that bears little resemblance to present (and possibly past) reality. Probably many
plans were only fulfilled on paper, and not on the ground, but even today it is
difficult for such matters to be openly admitted.

LEGAL FRAMEWORK FOR CFM

At national level, important developments (also supported by KIRFOR) were also
taking place. A participatory review of forest policy resulted in a new forest policy
concept, and, based on this, new forest legislation was pushed through parliament
at exceptional speed by the then Head of GOSLESAGENTSTSVO, who had a
strong personal ambition to see the law passed within his time in office. Approved
in 1999, the new law gave legal recognition to CFM (Republic of Kyrgyzstan,
1999), and resulted in a need for appropriate CFM Rules and Regulations. A
National CFM Working Group was formed.? The project expressed concern that
this was too early, with not enough field experience having been gained; however,
the momentum at the time was unstoppable. Thus the project helped develop the
new rules and regulations, although recommending strongly that they be left open
to regular revision.

At first, the emphasis placed by GOSLESAGENTSTVO was on:

» promoting tree planting (using ‘free’ labour);

n developing CFM in all types of forest (not just walnut-fruit forests, but also
forests with less obvious benefits to local people); and

» expanding its area of influence beyond state forest land (GOSLESFUND) to
other legal land categories potentially available for tree planting.

However, this emphasis changed somewhat during the process of drawing up the
rules and regulations, undoubtedly influenced by a number of field trips conducted
within the country (providing a ‘reality check’), and a study tour for seven key
persons to Pakistan in June 2000.

7. The Working Group included representatives of GOSLESAGENSTVO, the Forest Institute (a forest research
body) and project staff. A clearly mixed group, with often varying opinions and objectives, they have nevertheless
managed to develop a document that satisfied all parties concerned.
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In their final form, the guidelines state the goals of CFM to be to:

ensure the sustainable use of forests resources;

improve local livelihoods;

increase forest cover;

support private tree growing initiatives; and

expand local people’s participation in forest management.

Provisions include an upper limit on the amount of land that can be leased by one
household,8 and (rather weak) criteria as to who is eligible to take a lease (mainly
with the intention to exclude non-local residents).

The National CFM Rules and Regulations were approved by Decree 377 on 27
July, 2001 — a major achievement after such a short period of time. Inevitably,
certain points are better covered than others. Lease agreements have become the
only possible approach under CFM, with an emphasis on contracts with individ-
uals. Furthermore, some principles have been formulated in a less concrete and
concise manner than first intended. The early attempts to gain influence over areas
belonging to the State Reserve Fund (non-forested State land) proved over-opti-
mistic. It was also found impossible to exempt tenants from taxation, a matter
that may prove significant in the long run.9

It is recognised that the CFM Rules and Regulations need further testing and
modification. Thus the National CFM Working Group has a mandate from the
SFS to continue to meet and review progress regularly, and to recommend
policy/legislative modifications should this be appropriate.

ACHIEVEMENTS

The project is now in its second phase, expanding to a number of new leshozes
whilst maintaining support in Ortok and Usgen (KIRFOR, 2000). With the issue
of Decree 377, CFM can now be implemented by all leshozes, including those
beyond the walnut-fruit forest area. The project focus will nevertheless remain in
the latter area, now including the open canopy natural (and planted) pistachio

8.1n walnut forests, 5 hectares; in riverside forests, 2 hectares; and in mixed fruit forests, including pistachio, 20
hectares.

9. Official taxation rates in Kyrgyzstan are very high, and most people practise avoidance strategies. So far, tenants
have not been taxed on the income (in forest products) that they gain from their plots, but if they were to be, the
benefits that they gain from the plots might be dramatically reduced to the point that CFIM contracts would no
longer be of any interest.
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and almond forests that occur nearby, since these are also of significance for local
livelihoods. However, in the north of the country, two leshozes have begun using
CFM regulations on their own initiative to implement afforestation activities with
poplar (Populus species).

By the end of December 2001 there were 192 CFM lease contracts officially in
operation in the two trial leshozes, of which 19 were group leases of two to four
households. The total area under lease was some 1,100 hectares. In 2002, consid-
erable progress was made in the new leshoz of Kochkor Ata, where some 35 leases
were negotiated in pistachio and almond forests. Further lease contracts were also
negotiated in Ortok and Usgen, and in four other new leshozes.

Given the low demand for group leases, strong emphasis is being placed on allo-
cating contiguous areas for lease plots. Thus, if in future tenants start appreciat-
ing the benefits of group activities (such as for road construction, protection,
transport and the sale of harvested products), the location of their plots should
make this easy.

Awareness of leshoz staff

Leshoz staff, especially Forest Rangers, have become more aware of the position
of tenants. Being local residents, many leshoz staff have taken up leases them-
selves. While this needs to be closely monitored from an equity point of view, it
has at least highlighted the practicalities of work demands. Leshoz staff are now
tending to propose a lower workload to tenants, and to pay more attention to
allocating areas suitable for them (close to their homes or summer pastures).

Adaptive planning

Under the Kyrgyz Forest Code, an inventory of each leshoz forest is required every
10 years to underpin a Forest Management Plan. In the past, such plans were highly
detailed and inflexible, with management prescriptions for every stand. It was not
possible to adapt these prescriptions to changing conditions over the planning
period. KIRFOR’s framework supports the development of a more participatory,
multi-functional and adaptive planning system using modern techniques of inven-
tory and data processing (Scheuber, Miiller and Kohl, 2000). A highly significant
feature of the new plans is that rather than setting out detailed management prescrip-
tions for all stands, they merely categorise areas into three broad categories (non-
exploitation; productive activities allowed, but with restrictions due to inaccessibility;
and productive activities fully allowed). This means that for the first time, leshozes

11
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will have the freedom to define the details of forest management activities; and
tenants and rangers can discuss and decide management activities together.

Conflict resolution

Lease implementation brought latent conflicts in forest use to the surface, partic-
ularly over conflicting demands for grazing, hay-making, ploughing and tree plant-
ing (Fisher, 1999). This was predictable (Skutsch, 2000), and demonstrates the
need for preliminary investigations into plot use to identify potential conflicts of
interest, as well as the need for regulatory bodies. Although the need for investi-
gating prior land uses is now well accepted by staff, it remains a fairly low prior-
ity with rangers, given the numerous other demands on their time.

The CFM Rules and Regulations provide for three regulatory bodies at leshoz
level:

1. a Leshoz level (First) Commission, overseeing the broad allocation of land for
CFM purposes;

2. a variable number of Range level (Second) Commissions (in those Ranges imple-
menting CFM), with the task of overseeing the specific allocation of plots; and
3. a CEM Board, serving as an independent arbitrator for disputes and complaints.

The CFM Boards have been operating since 1998 in the two pilot leshozes; they
have gradually become more independent and accepted as a genuine regulatory
and arbitration institution. In several cases, complex problems have been resolved

at board meetings (often held at the site in question) in a manner acceptable to
all stakeholders.

The Commissions came into being with the approval of Decree 377, and have
only recently begun work in a number of leshozes. In all the regulatory bodies,
membership comprises appropriate leshoz representatives, a tenant’s representa-
tive, and representatives from the village administration (ail okméts) and the tradi-
tional authorities, the village elders (ak sakals). The latter two are expected to play
a significant role as neutral, unbiased parties in overseeing equal opportunities for
all members of the community to participate in CFM. It remains to be seen if this
intention is fulfilled.

Service providers
The project encourages specialists, such as economists, to provide their services on
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a consultancy basis (rather than being employed directly by the project). This builds
business skills that will eventually make such specialists independent and self-suffi-
cient. Two service providers established by former staff are now contracted by the
project for CFM activities, such as facilitating meetings, demonstrating participa-
tory techniques, promoting awareness about CFM, providing advice to present or
future tenants about lease agreements, verifying field work and collating data. An
element of competition between them helps to maintain standards. However, since
neither provides CFM services for any other organisation, it cannot be claimed that
they have yet developed any independence from the project. At present, the service
providers are generally welcomed by leshoz staff, who see them as additional (and
free) support, performing an intermediate role between tenants and leshoz staff. In
the long term, it is hoped that tenants or leshozes will pay them for specific tasks,
but it is likely that their funding will come from donor agencies for some time,
although hopefully not just from the project.

Increased self confidence of tenants

It is noticeable that tenants are more self confident, and more able and willing to
express themselves in meetings than when the project started. Study trips for them
(and some middle-level leshoz staff) to local sites of forestry interest, as well as
meetings and seminars, have had a significant positive impact. Besides improving
tenants’ understanding of forestry and living conditions in other areas, the main
benefit has been the exchange of experiences between the tenants themselves. This
exchange has in some cases resulted in tenants actively demanding their rights.

CHALLENGES

Two issues, in particular, have been identified for greater attention in future:
p g
poverty alleviation and gender awareness.

Poverty alleviation

While both SDC and Intercooperation have poverty alleviation principles, at the
time of project planning, poverty alleviation was felt to be a lower priority than
in other countries.10 Thus the project focused more on sustainable forest manage-
ment than local livelihoods. Preliminary indications are that, although many of
those who took the first CFM leases came from wealthier households, with the

10. At project commencement, informants dismissed any enquiries about wealth differentials amongst /eshoz residents
with the standard response (no doubt reflecting Soviet dogma) that ““everyone is the same”. Possibly there was more
justification for this in /leshoz areas, where land was not divided into private shares, than elsewhere. However, even over
the short period of five years, socio-economic differentials within the general population have become increasingly
evident, and are now recognised as a fact throughout the country.

13
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expansion in lease numbers, poorer households are now becoming included.
However, far more needs to be done to systematically identify and consider the
needs of the poor in relation to land use in the leshozes. In future, poverty allevi-
ation will become an issue in the selection of CFM tenants in supported lezhozes.

Gender

Gender aspects were also not specifically addressed in the first few years of the
project. In some ways, Kyrgyz women appear quite emancipated (during Soviet
times, they had equal access to education, were encouraged to become profes-
sionals, and had ready access to child care facilities). Indeed, there is a widespread
perception that there is “no gender problem” (Coles, 2000). Nevertheless, in rural
situations, women’s roles are starkly differentiated from men’s. They are respon-
sible for the household and many agricultural tasks (including in the forest), but
are not expected (and do not themselves expect) to play an active role outside the
home such as attending public meetings or signing important papers (Messerli,
2000). In the south, this role differentiation is accentuated as a result of stronger
Islamic influence (particularly amongst the Usbek population) and adherence to
traditional values. Indeed, the first female CFM tenant (greatly welcomed by the
project) proved to be rather an accident — her husband had been absent when the
document had to be signed, and many jokes were made at his expense afterwards.

In this project phase, particular efforts are being made to promote gender aware-
ness — by insisting on women participating in meetings and study tours, and actively
seeking their opinions (mainly to the puzzlement, rather than opposition, of men).
This is gradually producing results, with more women becoming actively involved
and expressing themselves openly in mixed gatherings. Nevertheless, without
explicit invitation, women generally do not attend meetings, whilst the regulatory
bodies on CFM (as they exist at present) do not favour women’s involvement.

LESSONS FOR OTHER COUNTRIES IN TRANSITION

Introducing the concept of collaborative forest management to countries in tran-
sition poses many fundamental challenges. Particular issues likely to be shared are
the difficulty of promoting participation; a possible resistance to group work; a
context in which forests are becoming more important to rural livelihoods than
they were; a potentially growing disparity between rich and poor; and a possible
need for new forest management techniques. Although in many countries, forest
departments have a reputation for hierarchical decision-making, the degree to
which this is found in countries in transition is exceptionally strong and difficult
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to overcome. Changing working practices from a system of centralised planning
and highly top down implementation structures to local level, participatory plan-
ning and implementation will take years to effect.

Significantly, the Swiss government is the only major donor in Kyrgyz forestry, and
thus has a very substantial influence. This has increased over the years as state
funding for forestry has declined and mutual understanding between the Swiss and
Kyrgyz partners has grown. This situation undoubtedly facilitated the introduc-
tion of collaborative forest management (CFM) in Kyrgyzstan; to our knowledge
the first such attempt in the former Soviet Central Asian states with very few paral-
lels in the vast forests of the entire ex Soviet Union. A particularly favourable factor
was the openness of certain key individuals within the Kyrgyz forest authority to
experiment with CFM; they acted as effective ‘champions’ of the new approach.
The strong donor influence has, however, raised dilemmas between sticking to prin-
ciples (such as promoting genuine local participation and equity) and building local,
Kyrgyz ownership of the CEM concept. This could have also arisen if more than
one donor had been involved, but is highlighted in the present case.

The resistance to group work that we encountered also exists in some other coun-
tries with a comparable past (eg. Vietnam — Howard, 1998), although not in
others (eg. Albania — Peter Kampen, pers. comm.). Working with individuals can,
if not carefully facilitated, be inequitable and favour the more resource-endowed
and powerful members of the community. Of course, working with groups can
also have the same effect, but may be easier to avoid through facilitation. As far
as the project is concerned, this is a particular issue in that the project’s primary
goal is sustainable forest management, rather than equitable livelihoods. Leshoz
staff are concerned (and legally responsible) to ensure that those entrusted with
forest management are really able to carry it out. Given that poorer households
are more likely to lack forestry experience (judged on the basis of past work for
the leshoz) or the available labour to take up CFM lease contracts, they can some-
times be considered unsuitable tenants.

The Soviet system of technical forest management was highly developed, but very
inflexible. The techniques prescribed are often unsuitable, especially, in Kyrgyzstan,
for the small-scale management of lease plots for multiple products. More research
is needed into such techniques (Schmidt, 2000). It is likely that in other countries
in transition, a move towards collaborative forest management will also require
major changes in technical forestry matters, and possibly appropriate research.
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Swiss bilateral assistance tends to promote a multi-partnership approach.
However, this is a major challenge in a country such as Kyrgyzstan where civil
society is weakly organised, and those NGOs that are beginning to be established
are often only representative of a very small segment of the population (Abram-
son, 1999). Although these days it is generally considered preferable to build on
existing institutions rather than establish entirely new ones, the project has
adopted the latter strategy. This is because there simply were no existing institu-
tions that could be expected to regulate CFM in an equitable manner. Neverthe-
less, the project has sought to include the traditional authorities (the ak sakals) as
far as possible (recognising that they may have their own biases, and are certainly
not gender sensitive). Again, there are interesting comparisons that can be made
with other countries in transition; in Albania (Peter Kampen, pers. com), it is
reported that traditional forest management systems are still remembered and are
being revived.

CONCLUSION

Four and a half years is a very short time to draw many conclusions about a
completely new, collaborative approach to forest management in a country — espe-
cially given the specific past of Krygyzstan. Really fundamental changes to the
way that people think and act are required to bring about true local participation
in forest management. Nevertheless, significant progress has been made, both in
terms of the new legal framework and regulations for CFM implementation, and
in field experiences in the leshozes involved (which fed into the former). In many
ways, Collaborative Forest Management in Kyrgyzstan is not comparable with
similarly titled approaches in other countries, especially as long as the strong reser-
vations about group/community based work remain. We argue that it is important
to work as far as possible with local preferences and norms, whilst bearing in
mind lessons already learned from community forestry in other countries. Clearly
many challenges lie ahead for the implementation of CFM in Kyrgyzstan.
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