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ABSTRACT

Participationisadominantconceptgoverninginstitutionalplanning,globally.Butliteraturereview
revealsthattheoutcomeofparticipationhasbeenvariableinvarioussettingsleadingtoabeliefthat
thereexistsagapbetweenwhatiswrittenaboutparticipationandwhathappens,inreality.Thestudy
adoptsacasestudyapproachandfocussesonacaseofcommunityforestmanagementandplanning
fromthestateofWestBengal,India.Thisstatehasbeenthecradleofanumberofdecentralization
initiatives.Followingthetenetsofbehaviouralgeography,thestudytriestounderstandthebehaviour
ofthestakeholdersinparticipationintheplanningprocess,thefactorsaffectingit,andthenature
ofengagementprocess.Thestudyconcludes that the levelof localparticipationnotonlyon the
willingnessoftheformalinstitutionsconveningparticipationbutalsoontheunderstandingofthe
communityofthesocio-economicandpoliticalprocessesaffectingthem,accessibilitytoresources
likeinformation,education,governmenttrainingprogrammes,etc.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

Thenotionof‘participation’anditsassociationwiththeconceptofplanningandgovernancehas
increasinglybecomeimportant.Whilethereisabroadconsensusontheeffectivenessofthisapproach
(Chambers,1997;Singh,2009),somescholarsconsideritutopianandpointtothegapthatexists
betweenthetheoreticalandtheoperationalscenarioofparticipation(Cookeetal.,2001;Hickeyetal.,
2004).Thepresentstudyisanattempttoexaminetheparticipatoryprocessesdirectlyemergingfrom
thecontextofgovernance.ThestudyconsidersthisthemewithreferencetothestateofWestBengal,
astateineasternIndia,whichhasmadeasignificantimpactinpursuingparticipatoryinitiatives.
Theobjectiveofthestudyistounderstandthegroundrealityofincorporatingparticipationofthe
communityinimplementingapolicytomanageresource.Thestudyaimstoaddressthenatureand
extentofparticipationandthefactorswhichhaveaffectedtheoutcomeofparticipatoryprocessesin
arepresentativecasesite,withinbroadercontextofparticipatorygovernance.Thestudyadoptsthe
tenetsofBehaviouralgeographywhichisanapproachinhumangeographytounderstandhuman
behaviour,thespatialreasoningandthedecisionmakingprocess(Norton,1997).Here,participation



International Journal of Social Ecology and Sustainable Development
Volume 12 • Issue 1 • January-March 2021

69

ofstakeholdershasbeenunderstoodasaphenomenaandthewaythisphenomenaoperatesinaspatial
frameworkistheobjectofthestudy.

ParticipatoryplanninghasbeenpursuedbothattheurbanandruralareasofWestBengal.Ofall
theParticipatoryplanningprojectsoperatinginthestate,JointForestManagement(JFM)programme
isasignificantone.TheJFMisaprogrammeofempoweringforestcommunitieswithmanagement
functionsrelatedtoprotectionofforestandmanagementofforestresource,throughaparticipative
approach.TheJFMprogrammewasinitiatedinthe1970sinWestBengalasapilotprojectandwas
formallymandatedbytheNationalForestPolicyof1988,whichenvisagedpeoples’involvement
inthewiseuseandmanagementofforestresources.Inrecenttimes,withintheframeworkofJFM,
microplanhastobepreparedforeachvillage,undertheNationalAfforestationProgrammeofthe
MinistryofEnvironmentandForests,GovernmentofIndia.Thisisaplanformanagementofforest
areasassignedtothecommunityunderJFM.Microplansaredevelopedthroughparticipatoryplanning.

The studyadopts a case studymethod for a contextual and in-depth analysisof theground
realityofparticipationinaparticipatoryplan,inaspatialcontext.Datawascollectedboththrough
secondarysourcesaswellastheprimaryonesthroughquestionnairesurvey,indepthinterviewof
thekeystakeholders,focusgroupdiscussionetc.Thecasesitewasselectedafterapilotsurvey,from
Bankuradistrict.InWestBengal,Bankuradistrictoccupiesaprominentplaceintheimplementation
ofJFMProgrammeasitisoneofthefewdistrictsinthestatewithalargenumberofForestProtection
Committees(Sau,2008).ThreevillagesoftheKhatraRangeinBankuraDistrictpreparedmicroplans
andChakadobawasoneofthethreevillagesoftheKhatraForestRangeinHirbundhBlockofBankura
thatpreparedamicroplanformanagementandconservationofitsforestresources.

Thepaperisdividedintoanumberofpartswherethefirstpartemphasisedonelaboratingonthe
conceptofparticipationandrevisitstheoriesrelatingforestresourcemanagement,participationetc.
Thesecondpartoutlinesthemethodologyofthestudywhilethethirdpartoutlinesthemainfindings
onthenatureinwhichtheparticipatoryexercisewasconducted,itsimpactonthestakeholdersand
themajorfactorsaffectingit.

BACKGRoUND oF THE STUDy

Defining Participation
Thewordparticipationhasbeenusedwithdifferentconnotationsindifferentcontexts.Lexically,
participationistheactofsharingintheactivities,ofagroup.Howeverinthecontextofdevelopment
studies,participationispublicinvolvementindevelopment.

Afewdefinitionsofparticipationinplanningandgovernancehasbeenputforwardbysomeof
themajorinternationalorganizationsorattheinternationalsummitswhichhavebeennotedbelow.

TheimportanceofparticipationreceivedrecognitionattheRioSummitDeclarationin1992,as
oneofits27principles(Papadokis,2006).

Principle10statesthat“Environmental issues are best handled with participation of all concerned 
citizens, at the relevant level”.

Another important definition of participatory governance came from the United Nation’s
DepartmentofEconomicandSocialAffairs(2007):

Participatory governance provides citizens with access not only to information, but also to decision-
making and power to influence public choices. It means access not only for a privileged few, but for 
all, including those who are still too often excluded from the benefits of development, particularly 
the poor, the marginalized, and vulnerable group. (United Nations, 2007)

TheaccepteddefinitionofparticipationwithintheWorldBank:
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