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Conservation of biodiversity by local communities 
has been part of the social system in the Himalayas. A 
variety of ecosystems are conserved traditionally by local 
communities. These communities are fully aware of the 
relationship between protecting the nature and getting 
ecosystem goods and services. The van panchayat 
system in Uttarakhand and sacred natural sites all over the 
Himalayas suggest a mix of the institutions in the region, 
widely supported and recognized by the government and 
the local society. Globally, community conserved areas 
(CCAs) are gaining importance. 

Biodiversity Heritage Sites, Community Reserves, and 
Conservation Reserves are the new institutional legal 
provisions that recognize the efforts of local communities 
in biodiversity conservation in India. These provisions 
need to be sensitive towards the traditional systems 
followed by these communities

The present volume highlights the importance of the 
existing systems in terms of their role in biodiversity 
conservation with community participation and suggests 
ways to enhance community-based biodiversity 
conservation. It would serve as an important reference 
for a wide range of stakeholders, from policy-makers to 
environmentalists, biodiversity experts, development 
practitioners, academicians, and researchers.
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Foreword

Nestled among the mighty Himalayas, the state of Uttarakhand represents a 
unique mix of biological and cultural heritage. The state is known for its rich 
tradition of community-based conservation in the face of increasing demands 
for industrialization. 
 India’s legislative framework, which had for long turned a blind eye on these 
traditions, is beginning to concede the importance of community institutions 
as an important vehicle for conservation. Significantly, the Biological Diversity 
Act, 2002, mandates the formation of local-level biodiversity management com-
mittees and recognizes the need to identify sites of biodiversity importance as 
heritage sites, marking a departure from the state-led command-and-control 
approaches towards conservation. In this scenario, it is critically important to 
document community efforts in managing biological resources, especially in 
states like Uttarakhand, where these resources constitute a global public good 
with enormous local benefits. 
 This volume brings together a set of articles that explore the participatory 
resource management systems and institutions such as van panchayats and sacred 
groves, and attempts to assess their compatibility with current legislative and 
policy provisions. In a significant way, these articles aim at bridging the gap 
between policy and practice, to provide field-level inputs to national- and state-
level processes of policy deliberation. Several of these articles were presented 
in a state-level workshop on community conservation in biodiversity-rich areas 
(Srinagar, Garhwal, 24–25 November 2009) and received critical inputs from a 
cross-section of experts and stakeholders.
 I would strongly recommend this volume to all practitioners of natural 
resource management and anyone interested in delving into our deep cultural 
traditions. 

R K Pachauri, PhD
       Director-General, TERI





Preface
Traditional methodologies and conservation

in the Uttarakhand Himalayan region

INTRODUCTION

Since time immemorial, mountain dwellers and tribal people follow a tradition 
of judicious utilization of their natural resources. Over the centuries, a symbiotic 
relationship developed and a methodology evolved for harmonious coexistence 
with nature. Irrespective of the fact that the vast and diverse Himalayan terrain 
is inhabited by multilingual and multiracial people, the people have a 
common heritage and are dependent on natural resources. These societies had 
patience, commitments, and appreciation for the values that made them a self-
sustaining society.
 However, in the last couple of decades, due to industrialization and commer-
cialization, natural resources have become a means of economical development 
and have opened numerous ways for commercial exploitation. This has caused 
rapid depletion of these resources, thus depriving the mountain societies of their 
livelihood support base. On one hand, this sort of indiscriminate exploitation of 
natural resources provided many opportunities to industrialists and capitalists 
to further augment their profit, while on the other hand, this limited the vital 
resource base for the sustenance of the mountain dwellers. Today, the situation 
has worsened to the extent that majority of the marginal communities have been 
forced to face several hardships to earn their livelihood.
 The vividness of the mighty Himalayan range is due to its extreme geo-
morphological setting, encompassing altitudes ranging from a few metres to 
thousands of metres. Where the warm fertile plains surround it in the south, 
the Trans-Himalayan ranges in the north are the abode of perpetual snow cover 
and glaciers. The geographical vividness of the terrain paved the way for rich 
biodiversity. This is adequately demonstrated by the minor and major forest 
assemblages, ranging from the rich deciduous forest in the foothills grading 
into the fir-spruce in higher altitudes. Similar is the case with the fauna. The 
foothills are rich habitats for rhinoceros and elephants, whereas, the endangered 
snow leopards reside in the higher reaches. In the same way, people could adapt 
to a lifestyle according to the terrain boundary condition in which the major 
source of livelihood was nature and natural resources. Where nature is the main 
source of survival, it is likely that the urge towards its conservation becomes 
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natural instinct. Thus, judicious utilization and maximum conservation of natural 
resources are inherent characteristic of the people living in the Himalayas.

UTTARAKHAND HIMALAYAS

Although the entire 2500-km-long Himalayan range is important for modulating 
the climate of the Indian subcontinent, the part of the range in the Uttarakhand 
region has a unique entity because of the two major rivers—the Ganga and the 
Yamuna. These two rivers have their source in this region. These rivers are 
the perennial source of life to the majority of the population in the northern 
Gangetic plain. Flanked by Nepal and Tibet in the east and north, Himachal 
Pradesh in the west, and the fertile plains of Uttar Pradesh in the south, the rich 
forest and water resources of this region make it a prosperous region. Though the 
terrain is rugged and difficult, people inhabited the region because of the rich 
forest and its produce. The fertile soil, availability of water, and forest helped 
the people in this region lead a self-contained life. These resources were under 
their command; they were the masters of their surrounding—its harvesters, 
protectors, and promoters. The forests fulfilled more than 60% of their domestic 
requirements. The remaining 40% was met from other resources.
 This period also witnessed tremendous developments in the social, spiritual, 
and cultural fields. Many spiritual places were created, and progress was made 
in areas like folk culture, art, literature, and social system. Uttarakhand was 
considered as the seat of learning in the country. However, during the early 
nineteenth century, as the colonial rulers took over the terrain, the natural 
resources managed by the people came under the state’s control. This period 
was the beginning of the erosion of traditional rights and indigenous wisdom 
of natural resources conservation in the region.

WITHERING AWAY OF THE TRADITIONAL SYSTEM

Ancient writings on socio-economic aspects, culture, and religion in the 
Uttarakhand region have adequately depicted traditional conservation practices. 
Due to the age-old religious significance of the terrain, it was traversed by mil-
lions of people for pilgrimage. Though there were no written laws for protecting 
nature, it was through religious practices that the sensitive ecosystem was con-
served and upgraded. For example, the high altitude alpine pastures (Bugiyal in 
local parlance) were considered the abode of God in the Uttarakhand Himalayan 
region; hence, people were forbidden from wearing shoes, plucking unripe 
flowers, wearing bright colours or colours that run, and making loud noise. 
According to ecologists and environmental scientists, the alpine zone is one of 
the most fragile ecosystems in the Himalayan region. The unwritten rules, which 
have already been mentioned, had a religious overtone nonetheless, but there was 
a component of protection involved; for example, plucking unripe flowers could 
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lead to the extinction of rare species, shouting could cause avalanches, bright 
colours could disturb animal life, and so on. Similarly, saddles above the village 
forests (Khals in local parlance) were used for rainwater harvesting, recharging 
the village spring, and providing drinking water to the wild and domesticated 
animals. The trees for fuel and fodder were an integral part of the agricultural 
system. These trees were grown alongside the fields. Sites close to rivers were 
not used for constructing houses, and unstable slopes were left untouched. A 
rotational grazing system was in place to avoid undue pressure on the terrain. 
There were many such unwritten laws, which were practised through a village 
community system (Panchayati Raj) and passed from one generation to the other 
in Uttarakhand. A similar lifestyle pattern was followed by people in other parts 
of the Himalayan region. 
 As already mentioned, in the beginning of the nineteenth century, the inter-
vention of the British violated the harmonious relationship of the local people 
with their surroundings. The process began with the marginalization of the local 
authority on the Brahm Kamal (Sasoria ovalata), a much revered flower of the 
Himalayas, which was never plucked when unripe; it was dedicated to God in 
high altitude pastures. In order to generate revenue, commercial exploitation of 
the forest began in addition to imposition of taxes on the land. This was the 
beginning of the external interference in the village system, which led to unrest 
among the local masses and gradual erosion of the biodiversity.
 There was a great tradition of the Panchayti Raj system (village self-rule) in 
India. This system helped people settle disputes on their own within the village 
through the elected representative, the village panch. Such bodies were held in 
high esteem and no one challenged their authority. This system also prevailed 
in Uttarakhand where the panchayat was involved in the conservation of the for-
est, water resources, and their judicious usage. Colonial rule tampered with this 
novel system of village-level judiciary by making it dependent on government 
resources. It has become an instrument of indirect imposition of the govern-
ment’s will on the local people.
 The observation made was that depriving the local community from self-gov-
ernance of their resources has not done any good to the region. The policies were 
aimed at maximum exploitation of the resources and community. There was a 
component of conservation; however, it was tuned to their long-term interests, 
and the exploitative policies on the resources were never critically evaluated. 
Instead, such policy-makers could create a lobby of people with vested interests 
that stood and supported the unrealistic and oppressive laws of the government. 
Furthermore, existing educational institutes, instead of creating youth brigades, 
which should strengthen the age-old social and cultural values, were moulded 
to suit government jobs. The Indian Forest Act, 1972, and the forest panchayat 
rules, instead of protecting the interests of the people and the forest, protected 
the government’s interest, which shattered the social fabric of Uttarakhand.
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