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Chapter Overview

Key Findings

1. There are few existing regional policies and
processes for environmental governance in the
Hindu Kush Himalaya (HKH)—most are
national and subnational. If this imbalance per-
sists, it will undermine sustainable natural
resource management in the region. Furthermore,
it should be stressed, the implementation of
existing policies and legislations in the HKH
remains ineffective.

2. Environmental governance reforms in the HKH
emphasize decentralization, often creating pos-
itive local outcomes—yet these local initiatives
are not adequately supported through subna-
tional and national governance systems. Suc-
cessful local initiatives involve local communities,
local governments and—increasingly—local and
small-scale business groups.

3. HKH countries lack institutions to link
upstream and downstream communities in river
basins and mountain landscapes. Environmental
institutions need to address the complex geography
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of the region. Collaboration is hampered by limited
data and knowledge sharing, by weak local politi-
cal representation at higher levels, and by insuffi-
cient attention to social equity and inclusion.

Policy Messages

1. Governments and environmental institutions in
the HKH need to act now to strengthen the
interface among science, policy, and practice.
Urgent actions in this direction are needed to
improve policymaking, regional development
planning, and adaptive environmental governance
in the face of growing climate change impacts and
persistent livelihoods challenges.

2. Transboundary cooperation is crucial for
improving environmental governance in the
HKH. However, it is lacking mainly because the
focus of intergovernmental initiatives has been on
political and economic interests, rather than social
and environmental wellbeing at the regional scale.
Progress requires the establishment of formal,
mutually agreeable frameworks for cooperation
that are translated into action. HKH countries
should build on ongoing collaboration initiatives to
build and expand cooperation on complex trans-
boundary environmental issues such as water basin
management and energy security.

3. Environmental policy implementation in HKH
countries will improve only if national govern-
ments recognize the multi-sectorial and
cross-scalar nature of environmental gover-
nance. Implementation depends on the engage-
ment of various stakeholders, including local
communities. There is also a need for facilitating
upstream and downstream interactions for
improving landscape level governance. For this,
governments need to create regulatory frame-
works and local institutional arrangements to
enable the expansion of successful initiatives to
empower community action and inspire
community-government partnerships. There is
an opportunity to learn from the past four decades
of decentralization and community based resource
management policies and programs and upscale
and institutionalize the successful initiatives across
the region.

This chapter identifies four governance keys to the sus-
tainable future of the HKH:

1. Institutional innovation—for landscape level gover-
nance, upstream-downstream linkages, and for trans-
lating policy goals into action;

2. Upscaling and institutionalizing decentralized and com-
munity based resource management practices;

3. Transboundary cooperation for managing connected
landscapes; and

4. Science–policy–practice interface for decision making,
learning and effective implementation of policies and
programs.

The governance of environmental resources holds the key
to the future of sustainable development in the Hindu Kush
Himalaya (HKH). Environmental resources in the region are
diverse and include forest, water, biodiversity, and agricul-
ture. The governance of these resources involves a complex
ensemble of policies, institutions, policy-making practices,
and implementation procedures (well-established). More
broadly, the term environmental governance denotes the
ways in which both formal and informal institutions act to
control and manage the environment in light of various
social, cultural, economic, and ecological values. It also
entails questions like who benefits and who loses, and finding
ways to ensure equitable sharing of benefits, costs, and risks.

While disproportionate in their influence, national envi-
ronmental policies and institutions are complex and still
evolving in response to many challenges of HKH environ-
mental governance. A number of state agencies have
emerged in the HKH countries, but they face challenges to
achieve coordination and linkages across different levels:
local, sub-national, national, regional, and global (well-
established). At present, environmental governance in the
HKH remains distributed unevenly across these various
levels, with limited mechanisms and processes in place to
build linkages across scales. Much of the planning and
decision making power rests with national and subnational
authorities, while regional and local authorities have much
less. This imbalance in the vertical distribution of governing
power is often incompatible with sustainable natural
resource management (well-established).

Institutional diversity in environmental governance is
growing, creating opportunities for innovation. State agen-
cies and local communities, too, have a long history in HKH
environmental governance. And non-governmental organi-
zations, private organizations, and knowledge communities
have recently become more active. In general, the space for
multi-actor engagement is now expanding across the region,
but this opportunity still remains underutilised (established
but incomplete).
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Environmental governance faces other challenges besides
the dominance of national and subnational authorities. One is
that environmental institutions have not yet fully adapted to
the complex geography of the Hindu Kush Himalaya. As a
result, the region lacks appropriate and context-specific
institutions to link upstream and downstream communities
in river basins (established but incomplete). Another institu-
tional challenge is the sectoral fragmentation of environmental
governance, which impedes coordination (well-established).

The HKH region has begun to see reforms in environ-
mental governance, especially through decentralization and
devolution. Many of these initiatives address new and recent
concerns in the region—climate change, disaster risks, and
threats to biodiversity. Other reforms have promoted shifts
toward market mechanisms in resource governance, espe-
cially for the water, energy, and agriculture sectors (estab-
lished but incomplete).

Although many of the reforms at the national and
sub-national level aiming at decentralization and devolution
have succeeded locally, they cannot have a more substantial
impact without concurrent reforms in national and
sub-national governance. These are needed to ensure an
adequate institutional set up and linkages at various levels of
governance. The reason is that local initiatives tend to prove
limited when brought to scale. The limitations arise not only
from poorly conceived policy frameworks, but from inade-
quate attention to inequalities of power and from funda-
mental deficits in accountability and representation. Unclear
lines of authority and accountability often hinder effective
devolution, and significant policy reforms are not translated
into practice (established but incomplete).

Other failures of institutional effectiveness and imple-
mentation also persist. Cooperation among HKH country
governments is hampered by limited cross-border knowl-
edge sharing, as well as by recurrent geopolitical standoffs in
the context of growing global significance of the region.
Within the national level, governance systems characterize
weak cross-scale political representation and insufficient
attention to social equity and inclusion (established but
incomplete). Another weakness is a continued disregard of
scientific evidence which is itself limited in the context of
HKH environmental systems. Although rich and abundant,
local knowledge also remains underutilized in
policy-making processes (established but incomplete).

Increasingly, a need is being recognized for a polycentric
approach to HKH environmental resource governance: one
that would emphasize new partnerships and cross-scale link-
ages with improved knowledge-sharing platforms for diverse
stakeholders (established but incomplete). Also urgently
needed are improved political articulations in the region that is
undergoing rapid socioeconomic change and emerging
geopolitical dynamics, and at the same time confronting
serious environmental risks (established but incomplete).

While taking a broad view of environmental governance
in the HKH, this chapter specifically examines three major
resource sectors in the region: forest, water, and rangeland.
These are the most prominent resources capturing a large
part of the environmental governance space in the region-for
example, 60% of the HKH region is under rangeland and 12
major river systems originate from the Himalayas. It docu-
ments the current state of governance in these sectors and
describes emerging trends in environmental policy and
practice. It identifies both gaps and opportunities in
policy-making, in regulatory arrangements and enforceabil-
ity, and in the adaptability of environmental governance to
rising climate change impacts. Its central claim is that
managing the resources of the HKH sustainably will depend
largely on the emergence of regional and innovative insti-
tutional arrangements—to foster intergovernmental dia-
logue, to further common policy initiatives, and to enable
collaborative trans-border community practices.

Environmental Governance and the Sustainable
Development Goals
Promote a mountain-specific agenda for achieving the
SDGs through increased regional cooperation among
and between mountain regions and nations.

It is increasingly being recognized that international
cooperation is essential for global or regional environ-
mental governance. In HKH region such cooperation
needs to be based on sharing of scientifically collected
information, developing comprehensive policies and
accepting innovative practices leading to sustainable
and mutual benefits. There is a need to revitalize the
regional partnership in decision making institutions and
processes by prioritizing the uniqueness of the HKH
mountains and its people and ensuring their represen-
tation in higher platforms of decision-making. It is also
important to recognize the need for allocating sufficient
resources for maintaining mountain ecosystems, and at
the same time develop incentive mechanisms to
encourage private as well as collective efforts towards
conservation and sustainable use.

16.1 Exploring Changes in Environmental
Governance in the HKH

This chapter focuses on assessing environmental governance
and highlighting key trends and practices in policymaking,
institutional dynamics, and resource management practices at
local, national, sub-national, and regional levels. In Chap. 2
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we have seen how environmental challenges cannot be
addressed without strong and timely government interven-
tions. It also elaborated on the consequences of poor envi-
ronmental governance or a lack of it (see Sect. 2.3.3 for more
details). The present chapter establishes a link between
socioenvironmental change and the underlying structure of
governance, which is itself changing over time. This link is
important because, as we have seen in Chap. 4, researchers
and practitioners consider poor governance as the third most
important factor, after disasters and climate change, that poses
the greatest threat to the prosperity of the region. The intention
is not to make an exhaustive assessment of environmental
governance in the HKH, but to identify and present specific
forms of evidence that demonstrate the current state of gov-
ernance and emerging trends in environmental policy and
practice. In doing so, we identify gaps and opportunities
related to policy making, regulatory arrangements and
enforceability, and the overall adaptability of the governance
system in the face of growing climate change impact in the
region. We recognize that the term “environment” is broad,
comprising the totality of the natural system, and we focus on
three specific resource sectors—forest, water, and rangeland
—to highlight key trends and practices in governance.

We take a broad view of environmental governance as an
ensemble of state policies, formal and informal institutions,
and practices related to the control and management of the
environment for a variety of economic, cultural, ecological,
and social values. In essence, environmental governance
involves defining and enacting rules related to the use, con-
trol, and management of environmental resources. Such rules
emerge either inside the formal system of the state (such as
regulatory arrangements) or under traditional and indigenous
arrangements of resource control. Regulations are defined as
legally binding rules formed by the state, including consti-
tutions, statutes, common laws, and governmental regula-
tions, which are externally enforced (Bacho 2005).

We also consider policy-making processes and stake-
holder engagement as essential components of environ-
mental governance. Policies are primarily seen as statements
of intent to guide actions in both the short and long term.
Institution is used to include organizations and entities that
are involved in the process of translating or otherwise
modifying policy and regulatory arrangements in the prac-
tice of governance. Policies and institutions are closely
linked to practices. They determine who is eligible to make
decisions, which actions are allowed, which rules will be
used, what procedures will be followed, what information
must be produced, what payoffs will be assigned to indi-
viduals, and how outcomes and processes will be monitored
(Ostrom 1991). We cover both formal (statutory) and
informal (traditional) institutions in environmental gover-
nance. Formal institutions are generally linked to official,
governmental, or bureaucratic formalities and are usually

legally defined. At the local level, institutions also include
those based on social norms and rules that are not formally
coded (Leach et al. 1999). They include traditional author-
ities, indigenous groups (chiefs, clan heads, family heads,
and others), and organizations, as defined in local societal
norms, values, and beliefs.

Overall, governance processes and practices are concep-
tualized as multi-scalar phenomena; thus, the assessment
presented here covers local, sub-national, national, and
regional levels (Fig. 16.1). The assessment is based on
secondary data and literature review, capturing the latest
research while drawing on policy literature, while also
drawing on the longstanding research of the lead and con-
tributing authors. The evidence presented is not drawn
equally from all countries of the region but is instead based
on the availability of published sources. We did not aim for a
balanced representation of countries or sectors; rather, we
focused on presenting the diversity of situations and trends
in environmental governance. We have used case studies as
illustrations, not for comparative analysis.

The chapter is organized by scale—national, local, and
regional—followed by an analysis of cross-scale interactions
and how practices across scales are either linked or remain
disjointed. Following this Introduction, the next section
focuses on environmental governance at the national and
sub-national levels by presenting a broad review of the status
of policy and institutions governing natural resources and
analyses policy implementation at this level. We indicate
how policies, regulations, and institutions are changing over
time and highlight important gaps related to the lack of
coherence, deficits in implementation, and tendency to
ignore evidence in policy-making processes.

Thereafter, we assess local level environmental gover-
nance, focusing on community-level institutions and local
government. As we demonstrate, decentralized and
community-based approaches to environmental management
have emerged as a global agenda for advancing sustainable
development, and considering this shift in global policy
debate, we provide an assessment of this phenomenon in the
HKH. We assess the extent and trends of devolution and
decentralization of power to communities or local govern-
ments, drawing on indicative evidence on the outcomes of
this important policy change in terms of livelihood security
and ecological sustainability. We show that ambiguous lines
of authority, representation, and accountability too often
hinder effective decentralization and devolution in practice.
We also explore opportunities for the HKH countries to
strengthen local governance systems for natural resource
management, to empower communities, and to involve local
governments and authorities.

This is followed by an assessment of regional-level
cooperation in environmental governance in the HKH. We
assess the evolving mechanisms and processes through
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which HKH countries engage in regional cooperation, and
then identify their promise and gaps. Highlighting the context
of globalization and increasing interconnectedness among the
HKH countries, we demonstrate that the prospect for regional
environmental cooperation has increased. Lastly, the chapter
presents a cross-scalar analysis of governance focusing on
knowledge interfaces, vertical interaction, social inclusion,
and adaptive governance systems. Here, we explore gaps and
opportunities for linking local, national, and regional pro-
cesses for better vertical cooperation using the lens of poly-
centric and adaptive governance. We demonstrate that
although environmental governance in the HKH is a
cross-scalar practice, deliberate attempts to foster cross-scale
learning and adaptation are far from adequate. Finally, we
summarize the situation of environmental governance and the
opportunities presented for improvement.

Overall, the chapter provides a strategic assessment of
environmental governance in the HKH and identifies
opportunities for improved cross-scalar governance in the
context of the growing need for tackling the twin challenges
of ongoing climate change and socioeconomic transforma-
tion in the region.

16.2 Predominance of National
and Sub-national Policies
and Institutions

Although there is increasing acknowledgement of the HKH
as a region of interconnected transboundary landscapes,
governance and policy processes remain primarily at the
level of individual countries. Despite being at different levels
of economic development and diverse in their political,

administrative, and legal setup (Chettri et al. 2008), all the
countries in the region have formulated policies and legal
instruments to safeguard the environment and foster sus-
tainable utilization of natural resources (see Table 16.1).
Environmental governance, in particular, has gained
momentum under the increasing authority and role of central
governments in policy making and development planning
since the 1950s.1 From that point, and especially after the
1992 United Nations Conference on Environment and
Development, countries started formulating policies con-
cerning the environment and sustainable management of
natural resources. The region has seen increasing policy
reforms to regulate the environment and common pool
resources (CPRs), particularly forests, rangelands, and water.
Overall, there has been a gradual paradigm shift from a
species- and habitat-focused approach to a participatory
livelihood-based landscape approach to conservation poli-
cies and practices (Sharma et al. 2010).

16.2.1 Recent History of National
and Sub-national HKH Environmental
Policies and Institutions

Environmental policies and laws in the HKH countries ini-
tially evolved under central governments and were later
expanded through donor support and NGO and community

Fig. 16.1 Conceptual
framework for multidimensional
governance

1The first national Five-Year-Plans (FYPs) were implemented by India
from 1951 to1956, China from 1953 to 1957, Pakistan from 1955 to
1960, Afghanistan and Nepal from 1956 to 1961, Bhutan from 1961 to
1966, Bangladesh from 1973 to 1978, and Myanmar from 2011/12 to
2015/16.
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movements. All HKH countries have a long history of
community dependence on and engagement in the man-
agement of natural resources, whereby the natural resources
were controlled, appropriated, and managed through locally
evolved norms, indigenous practices, and institutions (Fisher
1989; Shrestha 2016) (see Sect. 16.3). With the increasing
involvement of the state in modern times, natural resources
have increasingly been governed through policies and laws
made centrally.

In some of the HKH countries, the emergence of national
environmental policies and the expansion of institutions have
been spurred in part by democratic changes. In Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal, Pakistan, and, recently, Myanmar,

elected parliaments provide policy directions and make laws.
In Afghanistan, presidential decrees and laws passed by the
national parliament continue to be influenced by tribal or
customary laws (Khan 2015). In China, the National People’s
Congress (NPC) and its Standing Committee are mandated
bodies that approve policy directives and enact laws. Today,
all HKH countries have a plethora of policies and legal
instruments (see Table 16.1). Forest regulations were the first
among the environmental laws to be made in the region. In
India, the Forest Act 1865 that marked the beginning of state
control of forest was formulated under the pre-partition Bri-
tish regime, primarily for the colonial interest in using the
forests for industry (Baginski and Blaikie 2007; Muhammed

Table 16.1 Primary environmental and natural resource policies and laws in the HKH

Countries Environment (General) Forest Rangeland Water

Afghanistan National Environmental
Protection Agency
(NEPA) 2005, Islamic
Republic of Afghanistan,
Environmental Law 2007

Policy and Strategy for the
Forestry and Range
Management Sub-sectors
2003

Rangeland Law 2012 Strategic Policy
Framework for the Water
Sector 2006

Forest Law 2006 Water Law of Afghanistan
2009 (revised from 1991)

Bangladesh Bangladesh Environment
Conservation Act 2010;
National Environment
Policy 1992, and
Bangladesh
Environmental
Conservation Rules 1997

Forest Act 1927 and
Amendment

N.A. Bangladesh Water Act
2013

Bhutan National Environment
Protection Act 2007

Forest and Nature
Conservation Act 1995

Forest and Nature
Conservation Act 1995

Water Policy 2008

Biodiversity Act 2003 Land Act of Bhutan 2007 Water Act 2011

Water Regulations 2014

China Environmental Protection
Law 1989, revised 2014,
effective 1 January 2015

Forest Law 1998 Rangeland Law 2003 Water Law 1988

India Environment Protection
Act 1986

Forest (Conservation) Act
1980

N.A. The Water (Prevention
and Pollution Control) Act
1974National Environment

Policy 2006

Nepal Environment Protection
Act 1997

Forest Act 1993
Forest Regulations 1995

Rangeland Policy 2012 Water Resources Act 1992

Myanmar Environmental
Conservation Law 2012

Forest Law 1992
Forest Policy 1995
Forest Rules 1995

N.A. Canal Act 1905

Water Power Act 1927

Groundwater Act 1930

Conservation of Water
Resources Law 2006

Pakistan Environment Protection
Act 1997

National Forest Policy
2015

Khyber Pakhtunkhwa
Rangeland Policy 2014

Draft National Water
Policy 2005

National Environment
Policy 2005

National Sanitation Policy
2006

National Drinking Water
Policy 2009
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et al. 2008). In Nepal, forests were nationalized in 1957, prior
to which many areas were converted to farmland and timber
extracted for export (Gautam et al. 2004). In Bhutan, state
control of forests came with the enactment and revision of the
Forest and Nature Conservation Act of 1969 (later revised in
1995) and the Land Act of 1979, which reduced the status of
local communities from “owners” to “proprietors” (Dorji
et al. 2006). All countries accord high priority to conservation
of forests and biodiversity; 39% of the region’s estimated
3,441,719 km2 is designated as protected area (Chettri et al.
2008).

Box 16.1 Factors affecting the governance of
natural resources in the Hindu Kush Himalaya

1. The remoteness of mountain communities and their
distance from decision-making centres reduces
coordination of formal and informal institutions.

2. Physical fragility has a high impact on natural
resources, necessitating a mechanism for quick
response, which local institutions may lack.

3. Being highly dependent on nature for subsistence,
mountain communities do not respond well to
restrictions on resource use, which are difficult to
impose and monitor.

4. Ethnic diversity, resulting in the heterogeneity of
cultures, traditions, and practices, can hinder con-
sensus in decision making.

5. Lack of clear property rights over high-value niche
products in mountains may lead to
over-exploitation.

6. The transboundary quality of natural resources
places limits on the effective monitoring, patrol-
ling, and use of sanctions across borders.

7. The governance of resources that are transbound-
ary in nature is limited by conflicting policies and
institutions among the countries sharing the
resources.

Alongside policies and regulations, the national institu-
tional landscape has also grown over the past several dec-
ades. The institutional setup for regulation and
implementation of the environmental policies and laws is
centralized, with coordination authority vested in ministries,
commissions, and departments. Water resources are regu-
lated by councils or commissions in Afghanistan, Bhutan,
and Nepal, and by ministries in China, India, Pakistan, and
Myanmar. Forest resources in the region are regulated pri-
marily by forest departments at the central, state, and
provincial levels. There are no institutions solely dedicated

to regulating rangelands. Except for China, which has a
separate law, rangelands in most HKH countries come under
the purview of the forest department.

16.2.2 The Recent Shift Toward
Decentralization and Community
Participation

Although there was an initial transfer of authority and con-
trol of natural resources, especially forests and rangelands,
from traditional communities to central agencies, environ-
mental and natural resource policies are now moving toward
decentralization and devolution to communities of power
and rights over natural resource access and management
(Agrawal 2001). The HKH countries are progressively
embracing good governance based on the principles of
decentralization, gender-sensitive participation, and equi-
table access to resources. Governments are increasingly
finding ways to promote local management of natural
resources, especially forest resources, while ensuring central
government control and authority.

According to Sharma et al. (2010), along with the inte-
gration of many global conventions, there has been a gradual
paradigm shift in conservation policies and practices
encompassing acceptance of local communities as an inte-
gral part of national conservation initiatives. This shift has
been triggered in part by the acknowledgement of continued
environmental degradation when resources were exclusively
under centralized government authority. Forests and range-
lands in all HKH countries were initially brought under state
control through exploitative forest policies and laws pri-
marily to meet state interests in exploiting forest to generate
revenue and support industry (Muhammed et al. 2008).
Responding to deterioration in the condition of forests, and
acknowledging the increasing cost of managing forest
without community involvement, governments have imple-
mented processes, sometimes through donor support, that
allow local community access and engagement in forest and
rangeland conservation and management. This has come
about in the form of social forestry in Bangladesh, com-
munity forestry in Nepal and Bhutan, joint forest manage-
ment in Pakistan, and the Scheduled Tribes and Other
Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act, 2006 in India (Baginski and Blaikie 2007). The move
towards decentralization of authority under community for-
estry programmes is reported to have contributed immensely
to the economic advancement of isolated rural communities
in Nepal (Dahal and Chapagain 2005) and Bhutan (Namgyel
2005) (discussed in more detail in Sect. 16.3). In Bangla-
desh, for example, six major social forestry projects have
together generated a total of 80.55 m man/days of work
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opportunities and raised some 97,584 ha of plantations
between 1980 and 1999. FD office records suggest that Taka
700 million worth of products were harvested from social
forestry plantations in about a decade, and Taka 5000 crore
worth of assets generated (Chowdhury 2001; Mowla 2001;
Khan et al. 2004).

The shift toward decentralized management is also
apparent in the water sector. Water use and management in
all HKH countries is governed specifically by water policies
and acts initiated at different times that provide for state
control over all sources of water (Table 16.1). But in recent
times, governments have been taking the initiative to move
toward decentralized management of water resources
through the establishment and empowerment of river basin
committees and water users’ associations for the purpose of
equitable benefit sharing. Since the first half of the 1990s,
several programmatic efforts (notably, the Third and Fourth
Fisheries Projects, Management of Aquatic Resources
through Community Husbandry—MACH) have been made
to engage local communities in water co-management in
Bangladesh with varying degrees of success. Despite many
limitations, these efforts have refocused attention on com-
munity engagement and documented the benefits arising
from such engagements (USAID 2010; Halder and
Thompson 2006).

The situation for rangelands is different. While China has
a separate policy for rangelands, Nepal finalized its range-
land policy only in 2015. In the case of Pakistan, rangelands
are under the jurisdiction of provincial governments, and the
province of Khybar Pakhtunkhwa adopted a rangeland pol-
icy in 2014. In the rest of the HKH countries, rangeland laws
are integrated into the provisions under forest and conser-
vation laws.

While the trend toward decentralized management is
welcome (see Box 16.1 for examples), it is now widely
agreed that local institutions in the HKH countries lack
coordination with the state and with policies at the national
level. This lack of cross-cutting institutional coordination
weakens the environmental governance processes within the
countries of the region.

Box 16.2 Forests as a source of income
The majority of the countries in the HKH have
evolved from being poverty-indifferent to being
poverty-responsive, with policies that now take into
account the needs of the poor by clearly defining their
rights to resources. For example, Nepal’s community
forestry regulations allow community forest user
groups to freely fix prices, market, and make profits,
with 25% of the income from forestry invested for
forest development (Ojha et al. 2009). From 2007
onward, it was made mandatory to invest 35% of

income generated from community forests in pro-poor
programmes and to include women in the key posts of
the user group executive committees (Pokharel et al.
2012). In Bhutan, the Gross National Happiness
Commission adopts a budget allocation formula that
allows for resources to be allocated on the basis of
population and poverty incidence. In India, policy and
legislation provide quotas for employment in the
government and other sectors (Venkateswarlu 2013).
Further, the recent grant of authority to highland
nomadic communities for the harvest of the medicinal
Cordyceps sinensis has transformed their poverty and
hardship to prosperity (Namgyel 2005).

16.2.3 The Emerging Focus
on Multi-stakeholder Engagement

In global environmental governance reforms, stakeholder
participation is widely acknowledged as an important aspect
of policy making, development planning, and implementa-
tion of sustainable natural resource management (Larson and
Soto 2008). This trend finds resonance in environmental
governance in the HKH, and can be described as emerging
hybrid modes of governance across the
state-market-community. There are three distinct levels with
two interfaces (Khan and Hossain 2006):

1. international and regional level, where the stakeholders
are primarily international governing bodies, donor
agencies, international NGOs, and governments;

2. national level, where the players are government and
national-level NGOs, together with the private sector;
and

3. grass-roots level, where the main actors are
community-based organizations (CBOs), local NGOs,
local governments, and development agencies.

Each of these levels has distinct functions and forms of
partnership among the three types of social institutions, i.e.,
the state, private sector, and civil society. Coordination and
collaboration between these operational levels occurs across
two interfaces: national–international and national–grass-
roots (Khan and Hossain 2006).

In the HKH, the public sector, communities, and private
sector are emerging as partners, though not equal, in the
governance of resources. For example, in Bhutan, sectoral
policies are subjected to vigorous stakeholder consultations
and a policy screening tool to ensure that the proposed
policy upholds the values and principles of Gross National
Happiness (GNH). Gross National Happiness is the
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fundamental development philosophy providing the frame-
work for sectoral policies and initiatives. Essentially, it calls
for a balanced and integrated approach to socioeconomic
development, preservation of the environmental and cultural
heritage, and promotion of good governance. In India, the
media, judiciary, and civil society are playing increasingly
vocal roles in advocating for mountain environments, and all
development projects that affect natural resources require
clearance from local panchayat institutions (these local
institutions are for conflict resolution, rural development,
and natural resource governance in many South Asian
countries, including India, Bangladesh, Nepal, and Pakistan)
(Ghosh 2008). Communities and advocacy groups also
engage in public consultations over new government poli-
cies. In Nepal, stakeholder engagement has been expanding
with increasing recognition of the private sector (Timsina
and Gotame 2014).

16.2.4 The Role of Governance
in Mainstreaming Climate Change
in Development Plans

All countries in the HKH have heeded the United Nations
call for mainstreaming environment into development
planning and decision making in order to achieve the dual
purpose of poverty reduction and environmental sustain-
ability. A key aspect of mainstreaming environment is to
orient governance, institutions, and political systems aimed
at improving the environment in ways that also benefit the
poor and reduce vulnerability to the effects of climate change
(UNDP-UNEP 2009). Mainstreaming of environment and
climate change through projects has begun in the region
through the adoption of the Sustainable Development Goals
and the ratification of the 2015 Paris Agreement and with
support from international donors (UNFCCC 2015). How-
ever, the policies often adopt a linear process with discrete
steps of policy formulation and implementation, without
considering the governance challenges that exist (Friend
et al. 2013). As a result, the process is often driven by global
imperatives rather than through national-level political for-
ums, as reported in the case of climate policy development in
Nepal (Nightingale 2016; Ojha et al. 2016). While adapta-
tion remains a priority, the HKH countries are also pursuing
mitigation policies to reduce carbon emissions. Bangladesh,
China, India, and Nepal were among the first globally to
ratify the Paris Agreement.

Experiences in mainstreaming climate change into
development plans reveal implementation challenges due to
the disconnect between various tiers of governance. In
Nepal, projects—often donor supported—have had a limited
effect on the ground due to the highly centralized design and
implementation process, engagement of only government

stakeholders, limited time frames, and fragmented activities.
Regmi and Star (2015) analysed how climate change is
mainstreamed in Nepal in two case studies. The findings
suggest that one of the governance challenges to main-
streaming of community-based adaptation into the devel-
opment process is the gap in implementation approaches.
Regmi and Star’s findings show that bottom-up approaches,
for example the Local Adaptation Plan of Action (LAPA),
were successful in mobilizing local community groups and
increasing their awareness. However, they failed to influence
the government institutions, which resulted in a lack of
support and continuity from the centre, highlighting the
critical disconnect between policy and practice.

16.2.5 Identifying Barriers to Policy
Implementation

The policies and laws for the management of natural
resources in the HKH are fairly comprehensive including
provisions for decentralization and the need for main-
streaming wider environmental concerns in development
planning. Table 16.1 summarizes the major policies and
legislation formulated for environmental protection in gen-
eral, and forests, water, and rangeland, in particular. All
eight countries have an overarching environmental protec-
tion act. The forest related acts are the oldest, and rangeland
related acts and policies the most recent (2015 in Nepal).
There have been conflicting views on having integrated
policy and legislation for all-natural resources versus having
separate policies and acts with a focus on specific resources.

The experience suggests that mainstreaming at policy
level has been successful, but that gaps between policy
formulation and implementation are common in all the HKH
countries. A number of studies, as cited below, have noted
barriers and challenges in implementing policies and legis-
lation, including the lack of clarity and appropriateness of
policies and the inadequacy of the regulatory and institu-
tional arrangements. In China, the Environmental Protection
Law of 2014, though perceived as the most progressive and
stringent, was considered by some to be inadequate in terms
of the overriding power of other laws such as the water law,
as well as other factors, including the fragmented and
overlapping structure of environmental governance; shield-
ing of the government from lawsuits by citizens, civil
groups, and NGOs for breach of environmental standards;
and lack of capacity and conflicts of interest that may
impede implementation (Zhang and Cao 2015). In Pakistan,
policies were described as rhetoric, theoretical, and
politics-driven, and were often associated with change of
government (Shabaz et al. 2007). In Bangladesh, the policy
response to forestry sector development was described as
loaded with rhetoric (Khan and Harriss-White 2012). In
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countries like China and India, where mountain areas con-
stitute only a fraction of the entire country, overall national
policies do not adequately address mountain-specific needs
(Sharma and Chettri 2005), and this disregard of mountain
specificities reduces options for communities, rendering
them vulnerable to environmental and economic distresses
(Jodha 2005). In Nepal, one of the key factors thought to be
hindering successful implementation of pro-poor community
forestry was that both projects and government line agencies
had historically been compartmentalized and were restricted
in the range of services they could offer to user groups
(Pokharel et al. 2007).

Another aspect of the policy implementation gap is the
donor dependence of the developing economies in the
region. Countries like Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan,
Myanmar, Nepal, and Pakistan are still dependent on
external assistance for their development needs. Donors are
assisting these countries in developing exhaustive policies
and legal instruments, but they are not adequately followed
through for a number of reasons related to relevance and
inadequate institutional, human, and financial capacity.

16.2.6 Gaps in Building Adequate
and Responsive Institutions

Administrative agencies form the fundamental institutional
setting for policy implementation and thereby influence
outcomes (Maynard-Moody and Herbert 1989). Inappropri-
ate institutional settings and lack of strategies and actions for
proper implementation can be as much a cause for
policy-related failures as inappropriately contextualized
policies (Peters 2015; Zittoun 2015). Faulty implementation
can also be the result of the inadequacy of the administrative
agencies represented by the public institutions, or their
ineffectiveness in delivering public services and imple-
menting programmes. Institutional weaknesses have been
identified as the direct result of bureaucratic political
weaknesses and non-accountability in South Asian states
like Afghanistan, Bangladesh, India, Nepal, and Pakistan
(Robbins 2000; Wirsing 2007; Barnes and Laerhoven 2014;
Fleischman 2014).

Limited institutional capacity has affected the natural
resource sector in many HKH countries, and this in turn has
compromised the implementation of policies and the provi-
sion of timely and useful feedback to policy development. In
Nepal, the functions of government agencies, particularly
sectoral organizations such as the district forest offices
(DFOs) and the district livestock service offices (DLSOs),
have often been influenced by the availability of programme
funds. While institutions supporting two related programmes
—community forestry and leasehold forestry—lacked
coordination to enhance overall effectiveness (Bhattarai et al.

2007; Ojha 2014). In Bangladesh, several managerial and
technical problems have hindered policy and programme
implementation in forest management. The problems include
lack of skilled manpower, minimal capital investment, and
lack of relevant expertise for translating international forest
policies into national forestry plans at the national and
regional levels (Muhammed et al. 2008). In Afghanistan,
centralized state institutions have co-existed uneasily with
fragmented, decentralized traditional society since attempts
at state-building began (See Box 16.2).

While rangeland institutions are well-developed in
countries like China and Bhutan, they have only recently
started to take shape in India and Nepal. In Nepal, the
policies and governance necessary for promoting rangeland
management have only been developed recently (Ministry of
Livestock Development 2017). Previously, public services
and technical support were either unavailable or inaccessible
to local herders in the mountainous rangelands of northern
Nepal, and research, development, and provision of exten-
sion services were lacking (Dong et al. 2009).

Similarly, institutions for water management in many
parts of the region lack the capacity to design and deliver
effective management functions. For example, Pakistan lacks
investment in storage capacity, water-use efficiency, and
sustainable management of surface water and groundwater
resources to avoid problems of soil salinization and water-
logging (Watto and Mugera 2016). In Afghanistan, institu-
tions do not have access to suitable or sufficient information
and data for planning, and there is a shortage of efficient
institutions, organizational capabilities of staff, and effective
rules and regulations regarding water use, in part due to
persistent wars. In Bhutan, lack of human resources and
capacity remains a major constraint on effective inter-agency
coordination for implementing integrated water resource
management required by the Water Act. Mahmoodi (2008)
found that only 30% of the country’s potential water
resources were being used, while the rest remained inac-
cessible. The current status of policy and institutions for
upstream-downstream linkages is also limited in the HKH,
although the importance of these linkages is increasingly
recognized in recent research on transboundary water gov-
ernance (Pigram 2000; Nepal et al. 2014; Rasul 2014;
Shrestha and Ghate 2016).

Box 16.3 Changing institutional structure due to
conflicts
For centuries, tribal and religious leaders in Afghani-
stan have created “microsocieties”, which are related
to central and other powers on the basis of negotiation
and patronage. However, the years of conflict and civil
war have changed the nature of politics both at the
local level and between the local and national levels.
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The co-existence broke down as power became highly
decentralized and factional leaders, operating in rela-
tively distinct geographic areas, organized loose alli-
ances to gain control of, or resist, the centre.
Hierarchies of commanders, so-called “warlords”,
came to dominate large areas, linked in some areas to
tribal structures. Structures of power are dynamic,
however, and evidence from Afghanistan suggests that
they continue to change, and the complex ways that
power holders interact with the state institutions con-
tinue to be modified (Lister 2007).

The war in Afghanistan has also caused disinte-
gration of the traditional arrangements of rangeland
institutions and led to the lack of an enabling policy
environment for sustainable rangeland use. Further,
the lack of coherent legislation on land rights has
generated conflicts between nomads and sedentary
farmers due to conflicts of interest between winter
grazing and crop cultivation. In some cases, conflicts
have arisen between government authorities and local
communities, since government-owned land was not
distinguished from publicly-owned land, and common
resources were taken away from communities by those
in power (Ali and Shaoliang 2013).

The lack of institutional connectivity in the region has
also hindered the ability of nation states to respond to crises.
These constraints severely affected the relief and rehabilita-
tion programmes after the Kedarnath disaster in the Uttar-
akhand Himalaya in June 2013, in which several thousand
people died and the livelihoods and assets of a large pro-
portion of the regional population were devastated (Tiwari
and Joshi 2015). At present, some HKH countries are
renewing their approach toward local government structures;
for example, in Afghanistan they are linking village insti-
tutions, government ministries, and international donors
(Noelle-Karimi 2006).

16.3 Empowering Local Institutions Through
Decentralization and Devolution

In practice, environmental governance in the HKH is a
profoundly local phenomenon, involving local communities,
local governments, and increasingly local and small-scale
business groups. Over the centuries, a variety of
community-based natural resource management systems
evolved in the region, based on traditional norms and
indigenous institutions (Denholm 1991; Gilmour 1990;
Farooquee et al. 2004; Sharma et al. 2006; Kreutzmann
2012). In Nepal, Farmer Managed Irrigation Systems

(FMIS) are known to exist going back centuries, and these
continue to irrigate almost 70% of farmland in the country.
(For more details, see Chap. 8.) However, since the 1950s,
almost all the HKH countries have seen increased state
engagement in policy formulation, enactment, and enforce-
ment of legislation and implementation of state-sponsored
programmes (Blaikie and Sadeque 2000). The era of direct
state control over environmental resources led to a crisis of
environmental degradation in the late 1980s (Ives and
Messerli 1989), prompting national governments to adopt
policies for participatory management, joint management,
and community management, particularly for forest resour-
ces (Hobley 1996). Alongside the age-old tradition of
community-based environmental management systems, all
eight countries in the region have undertaken formal
decentralization and devolution reforms, especially after
1990, transferring some power of governance to local
communities and elected local governments (Baginski and
Blaikie 2007; Pasakhala et al. 2017).

Globally, the move toward devolution and decentraliza-
tion has been driven by multiple forces, including the loss of
legitimacy and/or credibility of the centralized state (Bard-
han 2002). This has led to demands for deregulation and an
increased role for market players (Mohan 1996), escalating
concerns about poverty reduction (Crook 2003), increasing
awareness about the need for environmental conservation
(Agrawal 2001), and the growing consensus that local
stakeholder participation is required to achieve sustainability
goals, which implies a need to improve governance through
community involvement, engagement, and ownership (Fung
and Wright 2001; Ribot 2003, 2007).

In the HKH, governments in collaboration with donors
have invested heavily in strengthening local and subnational
systems and developing new institutions, often reviving the
indigenous institutions. Both customary and formal commu-
nity management institutions, “facilitated” by state and
development agencies, are important elements in the local
governance of environmental resources, despite the diverse
historical trajectories of environmental governance across the
region (Mosse 1997; Agrawal and Gibson 1999; Blaikie
2006). For example, Nepal has a strongly decentralized
community forestry system which blends traditional institu-
tions and state-sponsored decentralization reform (Gilmour
and Fisher 1991; Ojha 2014). On the other hand, published
literature indicates that the efforts of establishing a strong
centralized state have not been complemented by sufficient
attention to local government at the provincial and district
level. As a result, governance at the local level is very com-
plex and confused in Afghanistan. The Indian Himalaya have
a local government-centric forest management system which
engages local people while retaining control within the gov-
ernment (Hobley 1996; Agrawal and Yadama 1997; Sivara-
makrishnan 1999), and the Chinese Himalaya have also seen
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increasing trends towards decentralization, which is akin to
de-concentration (Larson and Ribot 2004). In contrast, in
Pakistan, the authority of the forest department has barely
been decentralized, despite the adoption of a participatory or
joint forest management strategy (Shahbaz et al. 2007).

The degree of decentralization also varies across the
resource sectors within a country. For example, in contrast to
forest and biodiversity management, the governance of
water resources remains predominantly a national and sub-
national issue in most HKH countries. On the other hand,
rangeland (which covers 60% of the entire HKH) is pri-
marily under community management even when formal
rights are retained by the government (Sharma et al. 2007).
While these examples suggest a common trend in transfer-
ring power from higher to lower levels of governance, there
is no coherent body of evidence from the region to suggest
that decentralization always has a positive outcome for
people and the environment (Jütting et al. 2004). Rather, the
impact varies in line with the geographic and political
diversity in and within the individual countries.

Many of the decentralization and devolution policies are
sponsored by aid agencies. International support has been
crucial in providing resources for decentralization projects
and, in particular, in promoting mechanisms to enhance
gender equality and social inclusion. Nevertheless, donor
influence in decentralized governance has not always pro-
duced sustainable change and innovation (Guthman 1997;
Sarin 2001, cited in Sarkar 2008; Rangan 1996; Nautiyal
2011). In Bangladesh, the imposition of a generic
co-management “model” has caused local-level problems in
negotiating popular acceptance of the programme and
long-term institutional sustainability. In Pakistan, decen-
tralization and collaborative governance agendas are driven
by international agencies and the national administration,
causing tensions with more local-level forest departments in
the north of the country (Ali and Nyborg 2010).

Furthermore, the effectiveness of local institutions is
shaped by external factors (Ojha et al. 2016a). For example,
van panchayats in Uttarakhand in India are facing tremen-
dous demographic and economic pressure, which is under-
mining the effectiveness of these institutions (Sarkar 2008).
On the other hand, it is yet to be ascertained if the Biodi-
versity Management Committees (BMC) in the state have as
much acceptability among communities as van panchayats
or gram panchayats that have statutory mandate similar to
BMC. The increasing professionalization of resource gov-
ernance is leading to further democratic deficits. Policies
become stronger in terms of technical considerations but
lack the flexibility required for successful implementation in
real life situations. Consequently, stakeholders often find
themselves in a situation where state policies do not address
their interests, leading to increased conflicts over the proper
governance of local-level resources (Nightingale 2005).

Therefore, community-based natural resource management
is not only about community-level decision makers; it also
requires inputs from government actors and agencies, and
sometimes the involvement of market actors where forest
products can be exchanged for cash (Agrawal and Verma
2017).

16.3.1 The Status of Local Informal Institutions
Under Increasing Decentralization

Growing socio-anthropological research clearly states that
communities possess unique local information which distant
state agencies generally do not possess, and which may help
solve complex environmental problems (Ostrom 1990,
2010). Community-based institutions are vital in the
enforcement of shared norms of behaviour and in resolving
conflicts (North 1990; Ghate and Chaturvedi 2016). More-
over, the formal involvement of community members is
likely to enable a more equitable allocation of benefits from
environmental resources because community members have
a better understanding of their needs and can pressure state
officials to distribute benefits more equitably (Agrawal and
Lemos 2007). Chapter 8 indicates how traditional institu-
tions are marked with gender inequality when it comes to
access to water.

In Afghanistan, the new Water Sector Policy has adopted
principles for implementing integrated water resource man-
agement (IWRM) and decentralizing activities gradually to
the river-basin and sub-basin levels. According to Mah-
moodi (2008), programmes have been developed to achieve
the strategic goals outlined in the policy in terms of insti-
tutional development, capacity building, poverty alleviation,
modernizing irrigation systems, prevention of water loss,
water resource development, expanding rural water supply,
improving sanitation system, and river bank protection. The
government now prioritizes water and power development
through IWRM, and water has been heralded as the means to
achieve other economic and developmental goals.

Box 16.4 Community Forestry in Nepal: An
example of successful community-based envi-
ronmental management
Nepal’s community forestry has a formal history of
more than 40 years; it was first triggered by the
Himalayan degradation perceived in the 1970s (Ives
and Messerli 1989). With more than one-third of the
population involved, and over a dozen international
and bilateral agencies supporting the process through
at least four different regimes, community forestry is
now deemed successful in terms of scale of activity,
length of experience, diversity of local management
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regimes, and richness in facilitative experience in
devising ways to achieve both poverty reduction and
conservation goals (Acharya 2002; Ojha et al. 2009).
However, gender mainstreaming in forest governance
and policy remains far from desirable (for details, see
Chap. 8).

16.3.2 The Effectiveness of Formal
Community-Based and Decentralized
Environmental Management

Assessing the effectiveness of decentralized programmes in
the HKH is difficult, as indicated by the challenges outlined in
the previous section. However, some key insights emerge,
even if the picture is mixed. The most notable case of
community-based resource management is Nepal’s commu-
nity forestry, which started in the late 70s in the hills of Nepal
(Gilmour and Fisher 1991). This programme is considered
successful in (a) bringing local communities back into the
management process by recognizing their rights over forests;
(b) fostering institutional innovation based on community or
participatory forest management mechanisms; (c) transform-
ing the rules of resource management to favour forest sus-
tainability; (d) developing a self-sustaining system by
broadening the range of actors to undertake diverse functions;
and (e) balancing discursive and practical aspects of the
democratic movement (Pokharel et al. 2007). These cate-
gories are useful in terms of assessing community forestry in
other parts of the HKH, but the institutional and policy
diversity across the region makes direct comparisons difficult.

Empirical evidence suggests Nepal’s community forestry
has been a success in terms of enhancing the flow of forest
products, improving livelihood opportunities for
forest-dependent people (Pokharel and Nurse 2004; Subedi
2006; Chapagain and Banjade 2009), transforming institu-
tions and social capital (Nightingale 2005, 2006; Bhattarai
et al. 2009), and improving the ecological condition of for-
ests (Gautam et al. 2002). The success of community for-
estry in Nepal served as a major impetus for Bhutan,
Myanmar, and Pakistan to initiate community forestry.
However, the effectiveness of community forestry in these
new contexts has been mixed, in part due to differences in
the decentralized policies.

Efforts at the decentralized management of other resour-
ces also suffer from institutional diversity, overlaps with
traditional systems, and lack of integration with the gov-
ernment departments that control the same resource under
centralized mechanisms. The Indian Himalaya have a wide
range of local governance systems across forest, water, and
rangelands, with marked differences between the eastern and

western sections. They include van panchayats in Uttarak-
hand and Himachal Pradesh, traditional forest management
institutions in North East India, and joint forest management
across India. These programmes have been only partially
successful, and have been criticized in particular for failing
to protect the rights of tribal groups. The Scheduled Tribes
and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of For-
est Rights) Act 2006 was introduced in an attempt to
decentralize forest resources to these groups, but its imple-
mentation has been resisted by government departments at
various levels (Sarker 2011; Kumar et al. 2015). Since the
1990s, several efforts have been made in the water man-
agement sector in India, focusing on the role of local com-
munities (Agarwal and Narain 2002). These efforts involve
forming user groups called water users’ associations
(WUAs) for irrigation systems in an attempt to ensure more
effective distribution of limited irrigation water.

Nepal has developed water governance mechanisms at
the local level, but at the same time, the governance of
watersheds and rivers is not systematic; moreover, it is
managed mostly centrally. At the local level, most places
have systems of kulos, or canals, for irrigation, and in some
cases for drinking water, that are collectively dug and
mutually maintained. In many places, kulo systems stretch
for dozens of kilometres. Many of these systems are very
old, while others are new innovations spurred on by devel-
opment projects and government provision of drinking water
systems. Kulos tend to have “invisible” management insti-
tutions in that they lack formal written rules or regular
meetings. Rather, they have established mechanisms for
getting all user households to contribute labour for mainte-
nance of the canals, and meetings only take place when
conflicts arise or the system breaks down.

In Pakistan, a decentralized local government system was
introduced in 2001 and most of the provincial departments
were handed over to local (district) governments. Forest
departments, however, were among the few departments that
were not devolved, even though participatory or joint forest
management and social forestry had already been initiated in
Khyber Pakhtunkhwa (KPK) (Shabaz et al. 2007). A study
based in Baltistan and Kargil suggests that interventions by
government and non-government agencies alter water-users’
institutional arrangements, and that such interventions should
build on, rather than erode, existing arrangements (Hill 2014).

In Myanmar, the Forest Department issued the Commu-
nity Forestry Instructions (CFIs) in 1995 and has been
encouraging the development of community forestry in
collaboration with international donor organizations.
According to the data for 2015 from the Forest Department
Statistics Division (available at its website), a total of 2,023
community forest user groups with 54,041 members have
established 113,016 ha (279,268 acres) of community forest
plantations. Although the Forest Department is trying to
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revise the existing 1995 CFI in consultation with
multi-stakeholders, the degree of devolution to local com-
munities is limited. Decentralization was mandated by the
2008 Constitution of Myanmar (GOM 2008), but has been
met by challenges at both the local and central level.
Myanmar is a highly centralized country with a history of
subnational conflicts and relatively weak local institutions
and communities, all of which has hampered the decentral-
ization effort (Nixon et al. 2013).

In Bangladesh, since the early 2000s, there has been an
organized attempt toward the consolidation of decentralized
“community-focused” governance, especially in the forest
and wetlands sectors. These programmes have mainly been
dispensed under the broad rubric of “co-management” tar-
geting the country’s protected areas (PAs). The adoption of
this co-management approach is seen as an attempt to influ-
ence the governance process toward a transformation from
the conventional custodian system to a more participatory
management regime. While an encouraging trend, problems
in implementation abound (Jashimuddin and Inoue 2012).

16.3.3 The Insecurity of Local Resource Rights
Despite Increasing Decentralization

Resource rights and tenure have been identified as a critical
aspect of decentralized natural resource management that is
needed to ensure that users feel ownership in the long-term
sustainability of their resources (Acharya et al. 2008; Paudel
et al. 2009; Larson 2010, 2011; Larson et al. 2013). Yet
regularizing property and tenure rights is never straightfor-
ward. Decentralization often ignores traditional institutions
and crafts new ones, leading to longer-term conflicts both
within and between communities. At present, a variety of
tenurial arrangements are evolving across the region with
varying degrees of effectiveness.

In Pakistan, forest management at the local institutional
level is represented by the joint forest management com-
mittees (JFMCs); while at the provincial level, the Forest
Department of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa gives the power to
divisional forest officers to assign state forest to a JFMC.
The stated function of the JFMCs is to protect and manage
their piece of forest. However, there is a huge gap between
the de jure and de facto status. The de jure status of JFMCs
is democratic, but many research studies have argued that
most JFMCs have been created exclusively for timber har-
vesting rather than forest management and/or protection
(Shahbaz 2009).

In China, there is a high degree of devolution underway,
as power is shifted from the state to village collectives and
individual ownership of forests (Xu 2010). However, despite
a significant decentralization of forest rights, farmers feel that
their property rights are still insecure (Qin et al. 2011).

Likewise, the arrangements for payment for ecosystem ser-
vices in China are notable for governance innovation in terms
of public-private partnership, but confusion still persists
about the role of the private sector (Zhen and Zhang 2011).

In India, institutional arrangements for environmental
services have often been made without an adequate under-
standing of the local politics of negotiation, leading to a
number of conflicts and institutional breakdown. In North
East India, very few people within the local communities
actually own the resources; thus, any new attempts at tenure
reform encounter strong resistance. In western India,
local-level water users’ associations (WUAs) were hijacked
by the local elite, who were able to evade accountability
because of their location in village networks (Narain 2003).
Within the larger policy discourse on irrigation reform,
WUAs came to be seen as some kind of panacea for the ills
of the irrigation sector, but there was little effort to integrate
these measures with other aspects of irrigation reform, such
as pricing, cost recovery, or improvement in water supplies.
Thus, WUA formation remained something of a piecemeal
strategy carried out at the persuasion of donors and funders,
with little reflection on what changes were being sought at
the field level.

In Pakistan, the conservation focus in decentralized forest
management has led to only limited benefit for livelihoods
from participatory forestry, partly because there is still lim-
ited devolution of power and a failure to address pre-existing
structures such as the traditional systems of riwaj and jirga,
which exclude women and marginalized people (Shahbaz
et al. 2011).

16.3.4 Emerging Institutional Ambiguity
in the Shift Toward Decentralization

Despite the adoption by the HKH countries of a broad policy
vision of decentralized environmental governance, the
implementation of this policy is characterized by contradic-
tions and lack of coherence, a situation which at times is akin
to “giving with one hand while taking with the other”
(Capistrano 2012: 210). The evidence shows that in practice,
the decentralization processes across the HKH are not smooth
as a result of many challenges, including deep-rooted cen-
tralized governance, sub-national conflicts, and the limited
capacity of local institutions (Nixon et al. 2013).

In China, confusion over the direction of policy has led to
either inappropriate policies or poor implementation of
existing policies—as, for example, in the case of rangeland
policy (Gongbuzeren et al. 2015). In Bhutan, central agen-
cies continue to dominate control and allocation of natural
resources. Provision of forest resources such as timber and
sand for rural community needs are regulated by the
Department of Forest and Park Services through its
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divisional offices at the district level. Urban demands for
timber and sand are regulated and rationed through the
government-owned Natural Resource Development Corpo-
ration Limited (NRDCL). In Myanmar, policy has shifted
toward decentralization and devolution, but as in most pla-
ces, government departments still compete in actual imple-
mentation, undermining policy goals. For example,
Section 17(a) of the National Constitution states that “the
executive power of the Union is shared among the Pyi-
daungsu, Regions, and States; Self-Administrative power
shall be shared between Self-Administered Areas as pre-
scribed by this Constitution”. In terms of forest resource
management, the Community Forestry Institution (1995)
allows localities to establish community forestry in areas
adjacent to or currently relied on by the local communities.
However, the Forest Department does not allow local com-
munities to implement community forestry within protected
areas, and it grants permission only in protected public
forests and reserve forests. Thus, in terms of power sharing,
local communities are not empowered to manage their forest
resources, even though they were granted the right to forest
tenure 30 years ago.

In the highlands of Pakistan, forest departments were not
decentralized during the 2001 decentralization reforms,
although the district governments were given the mandate to
take care of the interests of local communities who depend
on forest resources for their livelihoods. These ambiguous
lines of authority led to communication gaps and eventually
poor interactions between the stakeholders in forest man-
agement interventions (Shabaz et al. 2007; Watto et al.
2010).

In Nepal, there is continued confusion between the roles
of communities and local government in the local-level
governance of natural resources, as the Forest Act 1993 and
Local Self Governance Act 1999 created authority overlaps
among forest officers, local governments, and community
groups. Six different regimes of decentralized and/or col-
laborative governance have emerged, partly because of the
need to accommodate the diverse and contested interests of
communities, state agencies, and other players. Due to
unclear laws and overlapping functions, the central govern-
ment continues in its role of providing public services like
health, education, and drinking water through its line agen-
cies. Such functions overlap to a considerable extent
between different levels of government and are ambiguous in
terms of which level is responsible for regulation, financing,
and implementation (Gautam and Pokhrel 2011).

In Bhutan, there is a tendency to restrict legislative rights
through bylaws or directives that undermine the original
objectives of decentralized policies (Chhetri et al. 2009). For
example, the Bhutan Observer reported research results in
November 2012 which showed that contributions from
community forestry account for only 0.3% of household

income because of the restrictions on the use of forest
resources.

In Afghanistan, efforts to rehabilitate depleted watersheds
are constrained by poor security, uncertain land tenure and
use rights, limited local environmental management capacity
and focus on agriculture to meet immediate local economic
needs (Groninger 2012). Environmental management is
embroiled in cultural, transnational, military, and develop-
mental worldviews and institutions that leave little room for
the perspectives of local people.

16.3.5 The Potential and Limitations of Local
Institutions in Confronting Social,
Environmental, and Political Challenges

Evaluating the outcomes of devolution is complicated by the
kinds of diversity in policy and practice and the challenges
outlined above. Nevertheless, several achievements can be
identified which provide examples of good practice.

Nepal’s community forestry has been particularly strong
in attempting to address the well-known problems of elite
capture and exclusion of women and marginalized people. In
terms of gender and equity, many gains have been made.
Innovative practices include the following (Acharya 2004;
Hobley and Jha 2012):

• Use of quotas on management boards and within orga-
nizations and user groups to try to ensure the inclusion of
socially marginalized people. In Nepal, as more widely in
the HKH, this most often means quotas for women,
Dalits, and indigenous people. While these provisions
may not safeguard the rights of marginalized people, they
do provide legal and normative grounds for such people
to demand a greater stake in decision-making processes.

• The promotion of marginalized community members into
leadership roles within organizations. This is sometimes
done by quotas and sometimes promoted by donors as a
desirable practice. We see more of this practice within
community-level institutions than at other levels.

• The formation of community-level management groups
that are restricted to women or Dalit or indigenous
members. These groups are intended to help overcome
some of the broad discrimination that all members of
these groups feel. Groups composed of marginalized
people often find it difficult to retain control over their
resources, however, and face greater challenges in
negotiating with powerful government actors (Nightin-
gale 2006).

Alongside these optimistic trends, growing evidence
indicates that the success of Nepal community forestry is
mixed in terms of both livelihoods (Malla 2000, 2001;
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Acharya 2002, 2004; Thoms 2008; Shrestha 2016) and
ecological systems (Acharya 2004). Multiple processes are
shaping these issues: agricultural intensification in localities
close to urban areas (Raut et al. 2010), increased market
demand for timber and forest products without effective
evolution of local institutions (Pandit and Thapa 2004),
outmigration, and climate change. Indeed, community for-
estry is not free from issues related to distributional injustice,
recentralization, and ineffective use of forest resources under
community management (Ojha 2006; Thoms 2008; Shrestha
2012; Nightingale 2016). In particular, local-level institutions
face challenges related to elite capture and what we might call
“participatory exclusion”, whereby marginalized people
might be given a place within a group and even a voice, but in
practice they are unable to influence group decisions
(Nightingale 2005, 2006; Ojha 2006; Shrestha 2012).

In other parts of the HKH, similar attempts have been
made to address social inequalities and tenure insecurity for
marginalized people, again with mixed results. The
achievements of the community forestry programmes in
Bangladesh over the past three decades include efforts to
include women and disadvantaged groups, reforestation on
marginal lands, and improvements to degraded forest and
community lands (Jashimuddin and Inoue 2012). Recent
research suggests that (1) despite its limitations,
co-management as a concept has gradually taken root in
Bangladesh; (2) the degree and level of active community
participation remains low and limited, and there is a clear
weakness in orienting local communities to the key legal and
policy issues related to protected area governance in the
country; (3) the key drivers of success in co-management are
poverty alleviation through livelihood creation, capacity
building, equity in benefit sharing, recognition of tenure
rights, and shared governance that involves the devolution of
power to transparent participatory local institutions; and
(4) in many instances, local site-specific needs and demands
have not been adequately addressed.

In Myanmar, the establishment of community forests
supports a wide range of benefits for local communities in
terms of their basic needs (poles/posts, fuelwood, other
non-timber forest products) and ecosystem services (recre-
ation, mitigating climate change, conserving natural water
springs for drinking water and other uses), as well as
developing social capital at the community level (Tint et al.
2011). The Forest Law 1992 (GOM 1992), Forest Policy
1995 (GOM 1995a), and CFI 1995 (GOM 1995b) barely
recognize gender and equity issues in managing and utilizing
natural resources, and the policy emphasis is still on
revenue/economic benefit and managing environmental
sustainability. More recently, however, the Land Use Policy
(2016) has recognized the rights and benefits of local com-
munities, particularly for women, marginalized people, and
ethnic minorities.

Analysis of the forests of Himachal Pradesh suggests that
the tension represented by the co-governance management
regime contrasted with the indigenous system is associated
with a worsening condition of the forests (Agrawal and
Chhatre 2006).

Overall, despite its challenges, decentralization has
helped to legitimize local-level institutions across the HKH,
both nationally and internationally. The formal processes of
decentralizing environmental resource management are
underpinned by changes in the constitutional, legal, policy,
and procedural arrangements in all the countries. However,
decentralization faces many challenges in terms of accep-
tance at different levels of governance within countries and
the ability of established institutions to confront social,
environmental, and political change.

In recent years, pre-existing (“traditional”) institutions
have either been replaced or modified through the intro-
duction of formal institutions. For example, in Afghanistan,
despite strong community-based arrangements, attempts
have been made by national and international organizations
to modernize the irrigation system using centralized
approaches. While the indigenous technology did not allow
the measurement of water consumption, the
externally-funded projects for modernization of water man-
agement which can do that are seen as potentially violating
the local water governance systems and causing conflict
(Wegerich 2009). In northern China, participatory water
users’ associations (WUAs) are replacing traditional irriga-
tion water management systems in order to promote eco-
nomically and ecologically beneficial water management
options (Zhang et al. 2013). In Bhutan, the enactment of
forest laws has led to nationalization of forests and loss of
traditional rights over forest, resulting in diminished incen-
tives to protect (Dorji et al. 2006) and non-compliant
behavior at the local level (Webb and Dorji 2007). The
shifting (devolution) of roles from formal to informal insti-
tutions is best exemplified in the forestry sector in Nepal.
Forest policy and regulations related to community forestry
allow the government to hand over the whole or parts of a
national forest area to the local community (see Box 16.3).

Studies show that traditional institutions have been cru-
cial in resource conservation and local livelihoods, but
problems of inequity and elite domination also abound. In
many parts of Khyber Pakhtunkhwa in northwestern Pak-
istan, decisions regarding access to forest resources and
other socioeconomic aspects are rooted in sociocultural
mechanisms called riwaj or customary law and jirga
(assembly of tribal elders) (Rome 2005). These institutions
have been criticized by civil society groups for failing to
safeguard the rights of women and other marginalized
community members (Shahbaz and Ali 2003). In Nepal,
in situations where the formal mandate for newly decen-
tralized institutions has lapsed, local elites tend to fill the
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vacuum of control, most often to the detriment of the rights
of women and marginalized resource users (Nightingale
2006; Nightingale and Sharma 2014). It is therefore crucial
that both the potential and the limitations of local-level
institutions are considered when promoting various forms of
decentralization.

16.4 Regional Cooperation Is Key
for Environmental Governance
in the HKH

Regional or transnational cooperation has emerged as a key
form of global environmental governance, as opportunities
for international cooperation and transboundary environ-
mental management expand rapidly. Although the Himalaya
is probably one of the most politically complex and eco-
logically fragile regions in the world (Ives 2012), it is also an
example of the potential for provision of a range of envi-
ronmental systems and services (Grumbine and Pandit 2013;
Blaikie and Muldavin 2004). With the rise of the Chinese
and Indian economies—located to the north and south of the
mountain chain—the region has also become a geopolitical
and political economic centre of global importance (Wirsing
2013; Zhang 2016), simultaneously posing both ecological
and political opportunities and challenges (Goldstein et al.
2006). The increasing level of upstream-downstream inter-
relationships, such as those pertaining to transboundary
water systems, also demands greater international coopera-
tion in the region. As a result, achieving sustainable natural
resource management in the HKH will require a reasonable
degree of cooperation among national governments and
communities across borders (Karki and Gurung 2012), as
well as large-scale investments for prosperity in the future
(Chap. 4). The need for regional collaboration is most
vividly demonstrated by the case of water management.

Water “ignores political boundaries, fluctuates in both
space and time, and has multiple and conflicting demands on
its use”, and its international law is poorly developed, con-
tradictory, and unenforceable (Wolf and Hamner 2000: 123).
With ten river systems flowing across the boundaries of the
HKH, bilateral andmultilateral treaties and agreements for the
allocation and distribution of water will be indispensable in
governing the ecosystems at a regional scale. Several such
agreements have been signed over the past five decades
(Table 16.2). Some bilateral programmes (for example, the
Koshi River Watershed Management Programme between
Nepal and India) have been implemented since the 1980s and
1990s with the aim of regulating the water supply and mini-
mizing flooding. Afghanistan and Pakistan are in the process
of reaching a similar water-sharing agreement for the Kunar
River in the Kabul Basin (Vick 2014). Others, such as the
Koshi River Agreement, the Gandak River Water Sharing

Agreement, and the Mahakali River Agreement between
Nepal and India (Uprety and Salman 2011), the GangesWater
Treaty between India and Bangladesh (Brichieri-Colombi and
Bradnock 2003), and the Indus River Water Treaty between
India and Pakistan (Sahni 2006) aim primarily at ensuring the
generation and sharing of power, and are often considered to
lack fair, comprehensive, and equitable arrangements for
resource use and allocation (Mustafa 2010; Uprety and Sal-
man 2011; Butler 2016). Formal cooperation between China
and India on transboundary water management remains lim-
ited (Rahaman and Varis 2009).

16.4.1 The Emerging Emphasis
on Transboundary Cooperation
for Regional Wellbeing

The practices of cooperation among the HKH countries are
being driven increasingly by economic interests or political
bargaining. The economic interests of the larger economies
are competing for the extraction of natural resources, at
times leading to a deterioration in the livelihoods and eco-
logical integrity of smaller countries and communities. For
example, upstream communities are being displaced in the
process of construction of large-scale river dams to serve
downstream populations (Blaikie and Muldavin 2004). The
cross-border power trade has been growing and is one of the
main contested issues, especially from the perspective of
smaller countries (Crow and Singh 2000; Rest 2012). India
has established the power trading companies specifically to
develop and trade hydropower in the region (Karki and
Vaidhya 2009). However, power trading agreements are not
promoted through regional cooperation; rather, they are dealt
with primarily at the bilateral level. The rationale is that the
huge energy market in India can provide a source of income
to countries such as Nepal and Bhutan and eventually pro-
mote environmental and conservation efforts (Biswas 2011).
In most cases of transboundary cooperation, however, the
regional economic powers such as China and India are often
unable to reach agreements with the smaller countries
(which in fact hold the larger section of the HKH) that
consider the wider social, cultural, and environmental
interests of the smaller countries and the upstream commu-
nities (Blaikie and Muldavin 2004; Mustafa 2010).

Subnational-level collaborations along the borders are
becoming effective, especially in dealing with issues related
to transborder wildlife movements, grazing management,
soil and water management, and maintaining ecological hot
spots along the transboundary rivers. Even though these
practices are ad hoc and irregular, they are a good example
of how transboundary natural resource management could
be implemented by mobilizing local authorities and subna-
tional landscapes. These practices are common in areas with
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Table 16.2 Transboundary rivers in the HKH and related water treaties

Transboundary river
(Riparian countries)

Treaties, agreements, and
institutions

Nature of water sharing and use
as per treaty

Outcomes

Mahakali [1]
(Nepal and India)

1996 Treaty of Mahakali Guided by principles of
equality, mutual benefit, and no
harm to either party; equal
number of representatives from
both parties; equal partnership
to define obligations and
corresponding rights and duties
regarding water use, water
distribution, hydroelectricity,
irrigation, and flood control

Arbitration tribunal dedicated to
resolving differences arising
under the Treaty; equal
representation of national
arbitrators with a third neutral
arbitrator presiding over the
tribunal (as written in Treaty
agreement); provision for
planning, surveying,
development, and operation of
any work on the tributaries of
the Mahakali river to be carried
out independently by either
party in its own territory

Mahakali River Commission

Koshi [2]
(Nepal and India)

The 1954 Agreement on the
Koshi Project (revised in 1996)

Flood control; irrigation;
generation of hydroelectricity
and prevention of erosion in
Nepal areas on the right side of
the river, upstream of the
barrage; surveys and
investigations necessary for
proper design, construction,
and maintenance of the barrage
and connected works;
navigation and fishing rights
reserved by Nepal

Disputes or differences resolved
through arbitration in which
arbitrators are nominated from
each side within 90 days of
delivery of notice of dispute
arising from either party, and
the arbitrators’ decision is
binding; if the arbitrators
disagree, both parties appoint
an umpire whose decision is
final and binding

Indo-Nepal Koshi Project
Commission acting as the
coordination committee for the
Koshi Project

Gandaki [3]
(Nepal and India)

Gandak River Treaty of 1959
followed by the Agreement of
Gandak Irrigation and Power
Project 1975

Irrigation and hydropower
development in both countries;
investigation and surveys;
communication

No assessments yet

Teesta and other water
resources [4]
(Bangladesh and India)

Indo-Bangladesh Treaty of
Friendship, Cooperation, and
Peace; 25-year treaty signed in
1972; also known as
Indira-Mujib Treaty

JRC addresses issues related to
sharing water of common
rivers; transmission of
flood-related data from India to
Bangladesh; construction and
repair of embankment and bank
protection work along
common/border rivers

The Indo-Bangladesh Treaty of
1972 was not renewed in 1997,
as both riparian countries
declined renegotiation; India’s
role was seen as excessively
imposing and Bangladesh’s
share was deemed unequal;
disputes over water resources at
Farakka Barrage, and India’s
perceived delay in withdrawing
troops added to the contention;
other political externalities

The Joint Rivers Commission
(JRC) of 1972 established by
the Government of Bangladesh,
Ministry of Water Resources

Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna
[5]
(Bhutan and India)

Chukka Project of circa 1980,
based solely on generating
hydropower from the Wanchu
Cascade at Chukka

No assessments yet Project deemed highly
successful; covered its cost by
1993 and increased capacity to
370 MW; provided impetus for
Bhutan’s industrialization and
commercial development;
Bhutan moved from country
with the lowest per capita
income in South Asia during
the 1960s to the highest in the
Ganga-Brahmaputra-Meghna
region (includes Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India, Nepal, and
Pakistan), with foreseeable
stipulated earnings of more than
USD100 million per annum
with similar hydropower
projects Kuri Chu, Chukka II,
and Chukka III by 2015

(continued)
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Table 16.2 (continued)

Transboundary river
(Riparian countries)

Treaties, agreements, and
institutions

Nature of water sharing and use
as per treaty

Outcomes

Brahmaputra/Yalu Zangbu [6]
(China and India)

MOU on hydrological data
sharing on the
Brahmaputra/Yalu Zangbu
River signed in 2001, renewed
in 2008 and 2013

Data and information sharing
on water level, discharge, and
rainfall every year

No assessments yet

Sutlej/Langquin Zangbu [7]
(China and India)

No treaty as such; China agreed
to provide hydrological
information

Information for flood control,
data sharing, and transmission

No assessments yet

Indo-China river-basins [8]
(China and India)

Expert-level mechanism
formed in 2006 in which expert
group, made up of
representatives from both sides,
discusses interaction and
cooperation on provision of
flood season hydrological data,
emergency management, and
other issues on an annual basis

Data sharing for flood control,
emergency management, and
other issues

No assessments yet

Indus [9]
(India and Pakistan;
Afghanistan and China are
upper riparian but not
members)

Indus Treaty of 1960 Pakistan claimed historical
rights and “equitable
apportionment” and India
claimed prior use and
preservation of status quo

Disputes over how water will
be utilized and allocated were
later resolved through the
World Bank’s involvement as a
mediator and arbitrator
financier of the partition
projects, which meant that the
final treaty was planned and
formulated by the Bank;
involvement of only a few
riparian countries may have led
to a less effective alliance; only
treaty of its kind to arise
post-partition in the Indian
subcontinent; the partition of
the Indus happened after
attempts at basin-wide
development and planning
failed; the treaty is still
considered a sub-optimal
solution to the management of
the Indus

Mekong [10]
(Thailand, Laos, Viet Nam,
Cambodia, China, Myanmar)

The Mekong Committee
(MC) established in 1957; in
1995 the Mekong River
Commission (MRC) was
developed

Hydropower, flood control,
fishing, irrigation, navigation,
and water supply

Dam building a threat to lower
riparian countries; growing
conflict between upper and
lower riparian; legal and
political differences and
complexities in
implementation; involvement of
only a few riparian countries
led to a less effective alliance

Data collection; coordination;
training programmes; planning
studies; management of water
for developmental uses;
ministerial-level reach in the
Commission for political
influence

Source Shrestha, A. and Ghate, R., 2016
[1] Stiftung (2001); [2, 3] GON (1975); [4, 9] Kliot et al. (2001); [5] Biswas (2011); [6–8] Cumming (2011); [10] Guttman (2003)
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open and semi-open border controls, such as those between
Nepal and India, Nepal and China, Bhutan and India, and
Bangladesh and India.

In recent years, donor-funded transboundary projects have
become a new category of regional-level collaboration for the
management of natural resources and ecological systems in
the HKH. For example, the International Centre for Inte-
grated Mountain Development (ICIMOD) is facilitating the
Kailash Sacred Landscape Conservation and Development
Initiative (KSLCDI) as a collaborative effort between China,
India, and Nepal, with financial support from the German
Federal Ministry for Economic Cooperation and Develop-
ment (BMZ) and the United Kingdom Department for
International Development (DFID). The Initiative is a col-
laborative programme for transboundary cooperation and
ecosystem management across a culturally and ecologically
important landscape within the three countries. ICIMOD has
planned or is implementing a number of other transboundary
landscape and trans-Himalayan transect programmes in the
HKH, including in the Mt. Everest region (Sherpa et al.
2003), the Hkakabo Razi Complex (Guangwei 2002), and the
Kanchenjunga Landscape (Chettri et al. 2008), which have
shown that regional cooperation for biodiversity conservation
and management is both feasible and necessary (Chhetri et al.
2009; Schild and Sharma 2011).

These donor-initiated collaborative programmes have
developed useful methodologies for transboundary gover-
nance of a particular landscape, promoted operational-level
networks, and provided opportunities for regional-level
policy discussions. However, there is a long way to go in
crafting a systematic and comprehensive framework so that
the countries in the HKH can collaborate and implement
regional-level activities that collectively promote the
Himalayas as a sustainable eco-region.

Trans-community collaborations based on informal
understanding, historic cultural ties, traditional trade prac-
tices, mutual cattle herding systems, and watershed con-
nectivity are common. They are based on organic
transboundary mechanisms for governing natural resources
at the local level. For example, communities across the
border between Nepal and China, Nepal and India, and
Bhutan and India have collaborated historically on pasture
land management, promotion of forest diversity, regulation
of wells for water, religious protection of ecological land-
scapes, and mutual development of livelihood opportunities
(Ning et al. 2013, 2016). Chapter 5 elaborates why coop-
eration among regional member countries is essential for
dealing with cross-border wildlife trade and human-wildlife
conflict. These historical and indigenous trans-community
practices can provide a basis for a larger eco-Himalaya-level
collaboration and regional policy framework that ensures
community participation and addresses both livelihoods and
national-level economic interests.

Developing vertical and horizontal linkages and collab-
oration among intergovernmental, national, and local insti-
tutions is essential in fostering transboundary partnerships
and cooperation. The existing regional-level institutions
have generated some ecological knowledge and
project-based partnerships. However, one of the main rea-
sons for the lack of positive environmental outcomes has
been that the focus of intergovernmental initiatives and
bilateral treaties has been on economic interests and prof-
itability rather than social and environmental wellbeing at a
regional scale. To quote from Pasakhala et al. (2017), “in the
HKH, classical transboundary cooperation will grow
organically, triggered by common management objectives
and common livelihoods opportunities, to constructively
forge conservation and development across scales, for
instance, common value chains and common branding of
products, responsible and cultural heritage tourism.”

16.4.2 The Growing Need for Formal
Frameworks as a Foundation
for Regional Cooperation

While transboundary landscape management initiatives are
emerging and the age-old practices of trans-community col-
laboration at the community level are advancing, these col-
laborations are not directly endorsed or informed by formal
treaties between the participating nations, and the small-scale
transboundary activities are not strongly linked to the larger
processes of cooperation emerging at the regional level. One
of the more important regional collaborative platforms with
potential for improving collaborative governance of natural
resources is the South Asian Association for Regional
Cooperation (SAARC). SAARC has identified environmen-
tal restoration, disaster risk reduction, and climate change as
priority areas for regional cooperation, and the SAARC
countries have collectively agreed that sustainable develop-
ment and environmental management are the most significant
issues in the region (Dorji 2007; Wyes and Lewandowski
2012). The SAARC Development Goals include conserva-
tion of land, forest, biodiversity, and water resources;
reduction of natural disasters; and climate change mitigation
and adaptation (Wyes and Lewandowski 2012). Other net-
works like Bhutan, Bangladesh, India, and Nepal (BBIN) and
The Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral Technical
and Economic Cooperation (BIMSTEC), which includes
Bangladesh, India, Myanmar, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Bhutan,
and Nepal, may not provide viable institutional modalities, as
these are mainly driven by regional geopolitical interests and
exclude China and Pakistan, for example. Similarly, net-
works that support on-the-ground institutional mechanisms
for natural resource governance, like the South Asia Wildlife
Enforcement Network (SAWEN) and South Asia Watch on
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Trade, Economics, and Environment (SAWTEE), have a
specific but limited agenda. What is needed for a sustainable
HKH is a platform shared by all eight countries as an
eco-region and at that scale.

The SAARC Comprehensive Framework on Disaster
Management and Disaster Prevention is another initiative on
regional-level collaborative governance. The SAARC Centre
for Disaster Management and Preparedness, SAARC Coastal
Zone Management Centre, and SAARC Meteorological
Research Centre are some examples that can provide
instruction on how regional institutional mechanisms could be
established for natural resource management. However,
notwithstanding the enormous potential, SAARC has
remained a weak and ineffective regional body and has not
been able to develop trust and mutual understanding on
landscape-level collaboration and governance. The
non-binding nature of SAARC-level agreements, lack of trust
among the member countries, and growing geopolitical ten-
sion in the region have all turned this regional institution into a
formality rather than a commitment for regional collaboration
(Tiwari and Joshi 2015).

Scholars argue that the lack of horizontal and vertical
linkages among diverse institutions and actors is hindering
efforts towards collaborative natural resource governance in
the HKH (Kohler et al. 2012). There is still a lack of serious
recognition by the national-level actors of the need for
regional-level cooperation on natural resource governance
(Tiwari and Joshi 2015). Efforts from intergovernmental
institutions such as SAARC and ICIMOD are non-binding
and have been found insufficient to truly generate concrete
collaborative commitments and programmes (Wyes and
Lewandowski 2012). The potential for horizontal linkages
among regional institutions such as ICIMOD and SAARC
remains underutilized, as the processes are driven by dif-
ferent actors, use approaches that are either too informal or
too rigid, or remain limited to academic debates without
engaging the national decision makers.

16.4.3 The Emergence of Knowledge-Sharing
Platforms to Facilitate Regional
Cooperation

HKH countries have varied and extremely rich experiences
in relation to environmental management, often with a
potential for sharing and adoption across borders. However,
existing practices remain isolated inside individual countries
and are not much shared across the region (Tiwari and Joshi
2015). Community-level institutions such as community
forestry in Nepal (Ojha 2014; Paudel 2016) and joint forest
management in India (Bhattacharya et al. 2010) have been
effective as bottom-up institutions in promoting social and
ecological wellbeing. They present an opportunity for

communities, local governments, small businesses, and
policy makers to learn through comparative and
cross-sharing of experience and learning. Policy makers
could also learn how local practices can inform national
policy development processes.

Developing trans-community collaboration among local
actors and fostering vertical linkages between the regional
HKH-level and the local practices of resource governance
across multiple HKH countries could provide an opportunity
for multi-scalar governance of the HKH as a comprehensive
eco-region (see next section for a more detailed discussion of
multi-scalar governance). However, such linkages are cur-
rently confined to national-level actors and have varying
degrees of effectiveness, while linkages within countries still
tend to be top-down (Malla 2000; Ojha 2014). There is a
tremendous opportunity for recognition and encouragement
of knowledge-sharing platforms at a regional level to pool
insights and experience from across the region.

The various processes and mechanisms related to
knowledge-sharing at the regional level provide important
insights into how such sharing can be strengthened. The
work of ICIMOD demonstrates the case for an intergov-
ernmental mechanism to implement transboundary action
research projects and generate and share knowledge among
both state and non-state actors in the region. However,
regional processes led by civil society tend to be confined to
the South Asian belt of the Himalaya, mainly Bangladesh,
India, and Nepal. The civil society interface between China
and South Asia remains limited (Blaikie and Muldavin
2004).

Given the ecological complexity and political sensitivities
of regional environmental governance, it is important to
envision multiple pathways and approaches for regional
knowledge-sharing and policy engagement platforms. Such
platforms could be helpful not only in shaping common
policy agendas, but also in fostering regional exchange for
the development and implementation of common method-
ologies at the landscape level. Systematic documentation
and sharing of local-level good practices—such as those
related to watershed management, poverty reduction, and
community-based environmental management and climate
change adaptation—would greatly enrich the regional
knowledge-sharing platform and help in crafting a
regional-level collaborative mechanism.

16.4.4 Emerging Mechanisms for Managing
Conflicts and Equitably Distributing
Benefits

The issue of upstream and downstream relationships for the
allocation of resources, especially of water and responsibility
for managing the watershed, is challenging, and the future
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possibility of collaboration, especially along the Himalayan
rivers, will depend on how the distributional issue is
resolved in the region. Power imbalances among the par-
ticipating countries and the domination of bigger economies
in extracting natural resources have historically been a bar-
rier to identifying just and fair institutional mechanisms.
Smaller economies, which are primarily dependent on sub-
sistence relationships with natural resources, are in conflict
with the dominant political and economic interests in the
HKH. Disputes and contentions over transboundary water
management and allocations persist (Uprety and Salman
2011).

Studies at multiple levels have shown that there is an
urgent need for a shared framework and understanding on
natural resources governance at the regional scale, supported
by appropriate institutions (Blaikie and Muldavin 2004;
Tiwari and Joshi 2015). These institutions could include
(1) special provisions for mountain regions—especially in
countries such as China, India, and Pakistan, where moun-
tains are not the focus of policy processes, and (2) mecha-
nisms and processes for collaboration through which the
interests and priorities of the smaller HKH countries, which
are caught between larger geopolitical interests, could be
protected to facilitate the fair distribution of the costs and
benefits of regional transboundary resource management.

Institutional innovations, an eco-regional development
framework, and ecological connectivity across national
borders are paramount for ensuring the sustainable future of
the HKH. Indeed, a range of institutions for transboundary
collaboration has emerged in recent years (Tiwari and Joshi
2015). Included among existing institutions are the age-old
practices of transboundary community cooperation in natural
resource management, such as communities involved in
cross-border herding along the mountain frontiers of China,
India, and Nepal (Sharma and Chettri 2005). However, there
is still no robust regional framework for collaborative
resource management among the HKH countries (Tiwari and
Joshi 2015), and current practices of regional cooperation
are not driven by the goal of enhancing ecological integrity
or long-term social wellbeing (Bawa et al. 2010). With two
of the major economies—China and India—located on the
two sides of the Himalayan range, there is an immense
possibility for regional cooperation to help “mitigate climate
change, environmental damage, and biodiversity loss both
regionally and globally” (ibid.).

The existing regional governance and collaboration
efforts are based mainly on geopolitical and political eco-
nomic interests rather than conservation and social interests.
In developing the Himalaya as an eco-region, beyond the
political boundaries, the role and involvement of Chinese
institutions and communities will be decisive. Half of the
HKH eco-region lies within China, but the role of China in
the region remains limited to natural resource trade and a

few donor-designed conservation projects. Common
resource management in the current situation of geopolitical
tension and political and economic competition remains
uncertain, and there are no substantial efforts underway to
generate political will at the national and intergovernmental
levels. The future for regional governance of natural
resource management in the region will depend to a large
extent on whether innovative institutional arrangements
emerge to facilitate intergovernmental dialogue, common
policy initiatives, and collaborative transborder community
practices beyond the state of conflict, as demonstrated in
various forms of transboundary water interactions (Sahni
2006). The pathway to prosperity in the region, as elaborated
in Chap. 4, Scenarios, is through large-scale investments and
regional cooperation across multiple scales.

16.5 The Need for Strengthening
Cross-Scalar Interfaces and Adaptive
Governance

With greater recognition of the HKH’s complex geograph-
ical and political environment, diverse social systems, and
upstream–downstream interconnectedness, attention should
be paid to strengthening linkages among institutions across
scales, building an effective interface among the various
knowledge-based systems (Weiss et al. 2012), and creating
new bridging institutions for transformative governance
(Huitema et al. 2009). Given the wider concerns about
environmental resilience and social equity outcomes, there is
a growing consensus in the scientific community, which
manifests in the environmental governance literature, on two
processes identified as crucial. First is the need to embrace
an adaptive approach to environmental governance (Cooper
and Wheeler 2015), and second is the need to ensure an
inclusive participatory process in decision making and
benefit sharing (Blaikie and Sadeque 2000; Saravanan 2009;
Ojha and Hall 2013). These requirements indicate the
desirability of a multi-level governance approach, as this
approach underscores four underlying principles of adaptive
governance: management on a bioregional scale, polycentric
governance, public participation, and experimentation
(Huitema et al. 2009). To support these processes, a complex
combination is required of “openness of practices, active
involvement of key actors, strong but inclusive leadership,
and a knowledge-based hybrid multi-level network com-
bining horizontal and vertical network governance”
(Naustdalslid 2015: 913).

Scholarly research on multi-scalar governance in the
context of the developing world found it “too underdeveloped
to make any serious evaluation” (Stephenson 2013: 830).
Research in global governance supports the idea that cen-
tralized governments must give way to co-management that
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opens up different levels of control and governance
(Pahl-Wostl et al. 2008) and helps tackle issues related to
uncertainties and the persistent lack of communication among
environmental stakeholders (Weiss et al. 2012). Furthermore,
the interactions between policy-making arrangements (Piat-
toni 2015) and institutions at multiple levels and scales are
continuously shaping both development and governance
outcomes (Cash et al. 2006). This means that achieving more
politically and ecologically sustainable solutions to problems
requires addressing scale issues and creating dynamic link-
ages across levels (Cash et al. 2006; Piattoni 2015).
Multi-level governance involves vital linkages connecting
mutually dependent governance levels with cross-scalar
processes of policy making, planning, and implementation
activities (Stephenson 2013), and is also seen as a form of
polycentric governance involving co-management (Ander-
sson and Ostrom 2008). Such framing of governance helps to
understand how, where, and for whom governance decisions
affecting sustainable development are made (Wilbanks 2007)
and how they can be improved.

Below, we examine the key aspects of current multilevel
and cross-scalar governance, both worldwide and in the
HKH, and further explore why multilevel governance is
crucial for the region.

16.5.1 Emerging Mechanisms for Managing
Conflicts and Equitably Distributing
Benefits

While in some environmental sectors, institutional gover-
nance is lacking, others are marred by excessive or overly
complex institutional arrangements. Our analysis revealed a
disconnect in all the HKH countries between policies and
institutions for forest, rangeland, and water (see Sects. 16.3
and 16.4). The issue of institutional fragmentation is not
new; the persistent failure to ensure coordination and build
linkages and synergies among the wide range of environ-
mental institutions is widespread in the HKH. The challenge
is further compounded by the fact that, historically, the
environmental sector in the region has been organized under
separate knowledge disciplines, and institutions have mostly
evolved across resource sectors as a result of organization
according to discipline and sectoral divisions. Accordingly, a
number of resource specific institutions have emerged in
various sub-sectors of the environment, including forest,
rangeland, and water, across the community, public, and
private domains.

There are reported cases of institutions in each sector
operating mostly in silos, often in contradiction to one
another, as the mechanisms and strategies for integration and
coordination remain weak. There is also a lack of effective
institutions for resource management. This is exemplified in

the HKH by upstream–downstream river basin management
(Shrestha et al. 2013). The lack of such institutions is now
felt, as there is a vacuum in catering to the various man-
agement needs which arise in different parts of these basins.
Meeting these needs requires local and national governments
to co-manage cross-border water resources (Pigram 2000;
Moellenkamp 2007), but the formal institutional settings,
policies, and research in the HKH are far too limited for this.
Further, cross-border river basins place national and regional
governance in juxtaposition with local-level governance,
necessitating more integration (Molle 2009; Pahl-Wostl et al.
2008).

16.5.2 The Imbalance Between Vertical
and Horizontal Distribution Under
Multilevel Governance

There is an asymmetrical distribution of power and authority
across different levels (as well as domains) of governance, as
the central governments in all eight HKH countries play the
primary role of formulating policies and enacting laws
without necessarily engaging the stakeholders in lower
levels of governance. The currently dominant normative
paradigm of governance emphasizes the state as the legiti-
mate site of authority; unless this authority is delegated or
enacted through polycentric institutions, there is a tendency
to overlook the importance of decision making at lower
scales of governance. At present, however, both local and
national jurisdictions are difficult to exercise, as local- and
national-level environmental challenges become increas-
ingly intertwined (Rosenau et al. 2004).

While the strengthened role of central and
subnational-level authorities has made it possible for gov-
ernments to adapt policies and practices to suit their own
context and priorities (Jörgensen et al. 2015), central-level
policymaking and implementation have largely occurred in
isolation from, or in contradiction to, both supranational and
local levels. State-centred governments are known to prior-
itize large-scale infrastructure, have vested political and
financial interests, ignore local processes and hydrological
interconnectedness, and neglect environmental degradation
(Molle and Mamanpoush 2012). For example, the gover-
nance of water resources in Bangladesh is biased toward
structural solutions of flood control and irrigation using a
centralized approach that ignores the many other uses of
water, such as drinking and sanitation, fisheries, navigation,
and ecology (Chowdhury and Rasul 2011: 44).

Research has shown that addressing the complex prob-
lems of the environment requires a mix of institutions and
designs that facilitate experimentation, learning, and change
(Dietz et al. 2003). This entails a governance structure based
on collaboration, which occurs when different government
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bodies work together with non-governmental stakeholders
and interest groups to manage issues that cross jurisdictional
boundaries and fall into different natural resource manage-
ment policy sectors (Huitema et al. 2009). Multilevel
bioregional approaches to water management have been
institutionalized in the EU’s Water Framework Directive
(WFD). Research suggests that the concept of multilevel
governance could be useful in cultural contexts outside the
EU, if it takes indigenous governance concepts and ideas of
scale into account and maps power relations in the making
and implementation of policies (Hensengerth 2015).

The HKH countries have yet to capitalize on the oppor-
tunities created by the proliferation of stakeholders in envi-
ronmental governance, and in the worst cases, the
centralized and state-centric systems continue to function
alongside the novel arrangements. The perils of a strong
centralized system are exemplified in the institutional set-
tings in the State of Uttarakhand in India. Studies show that
linkages among public institutions like the jal nigam, jal
sansthan, Water Directorate, and Urban Development
Directorate are not only poor but also conflicting, as their
functions overlap with other governing bodies like the
community-level water users’ groups and municipal corpo-
rations, which also have some authority for water manage-
ment, especially on the supply side.

Further experience suggests that the desired environ-
mental and social outcomes are not necessarily achieved
when national-level institutions have a dominant influence.
For example, Bangladesh’s overarching policy on natural
resource management has traditionally been focused on
earning revenue for the government. In pursuing this policy,
natural resource management typically depended on public
bureaucracy, which essentially followed a policing, exclu-
sionary, and non-participatory approach to operations (Khan
1998; Chowdhury and Khan 2017). This trend has led to a
number of outcomes: (1) resultant alienation of the local
communities from the management and use of natural
resources; (2) creation and patronization of an elitist aris-
tocracy who enjoyed de facto privatized control and
authority over funds and acted as intermediaries between the
state and local communities; (3) systematic undermining of
local institutions, community initiatives, customary rights,
and wisdom in natural resource management; and 4) over-
shadowing of broader sustainability and environmental
considerations in the management of funds (Khan and
Harriss-White 2012: 103). Often, the access to water
resources and the costs and benefits of water resource pro-
jects are distributed unequally; while the rich gain more
access to water resources, the poor bear the cost (Chowdhury
and Rasul 2011: 44).

Evidence on the outcomes of decentralization and devo-
lution in the HKH also underscores both the potential and,
more importantly, the limits of local governance in the

Himalaya. Research reveals that co-governance, in place of
local autonomy, can still lead to inferior outcomes when the
central actors wish to retain supervision of the decentralized
institutions, which contradicts the concept of organic link-
ages between indigenous management and knowledge sys-
tems and causes tension in the politics of decentralization of
natural resources. One analysis suggests that because of this
tension, the forests in Himachal are in a worse condition
under the co-governance management regime than under the
indigenous system (Agrawal and Chhatre 2006). Therefore,
it is important to incentivize policies that encourage the
development of proper polycentric systems for natural
resource governance to maintain local benefits while
increasing the capacity to deal with socioecological chal-
lenges (Bixler 2014). Lessons from co-management
arrangements in the forest and wetlands in Bangladesh
indicate that links with local government and formal
recognition of CBOs are important in establishing their
legitimacy to represent community interests and in over-
coming conflicts (Khan and Harriss-White 2012).

The multilevel governance framework provided in the
case of Chinese hydropower suggests that even strongly
nation-state-centric governance regimes need not automati-
cally be top-down, but can be highly fragmented and subject
to complex and multi-scalar decision-making processes. In
China, informal networks between the energy bureaucracy
and hydropower developers determine the hydropower
decision-making process. These informal networks sit
starkly at odds with China’s state-centric governance system.
By putting authoritarian and indigenous governance con-
cepts together, vibrant and reflexive systems of governance
with adaptive skills are finding their way into the hitherto
state-dominated Chinese hydropower governance, with a
dominance of informal networks in the decision-making
process compared to the formal bureaucratic approach
(Hensengerth 2015).

16.5.3 The Emerging Role of Knowledge
Interfaces in the Shift Towards Adaptive
Governance

The building of co-management and cross-border manage-
ment structures depends heavily on knowledge
co-production, mediation, translation, and negotiation (Cash
et al. 2006).

The first point is that improving communication links
between knowledge producers and policy makers in envi-
ronmental management is important for evidence-based
decision making (Weiss et al. 2012). The use of feedback
and reflections to improve and prepare a governance system
to tackle unprecedented risks and shocks is a key part of
adaptive governance. However, policy-monitoring
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mechanisms vary across the HKH countries, as does their
use of research and feedback from practice in policy making
and governance decision making. In water resource man-
agement, China has adopted the practice of first piloting,
learning from the experience, and then applying the revised
policies and laws to the entire country. In contrast, in
Nepal’s forest sector, policy-making processes are not
informed by scientific research (Ojha et al. 2016b); despite
the growing body of research, policy review and revisions
are ad hoc and often driven by external donors or interna-
tional agencies. In Bhutan, proposed policies are passed
through a policy-screening tool developed on the principles
of gross national happiness. Midterm and end of Five-Year
Plan reviews provide an opportunity to review policies and
implementation. The guidelines for development of
Five-Year plans to some extent incorporate revisions based
on these reviews.

The second point is that knowledge is produced and
understood at different scales, and bringing clarity to a
mismatch of scales is integral to knowledge use. Scalar
issues pertaining to knowledge in natural resource manage-
ment and environmental assessments deeply influence gov-
ernance and policy making. Research suggests that the
integration of local and scientific knowledge must be open to
questioning how different knowledge systems may be fun-
damentally embedded in different scales, influencing prob-
lem definition and solutions. Both local traditional
knowledge and scientific knowledge are contextual and
applied, diverse and inherently multi-scalar. Therefore,
“scale politics and mismatch between scales of knowledge
exist within local communities”, and scientific knowledge
will inevitably interfere politically with local knowledge.
Ahlborg and Nightingale (2012: 16) argue that “it is not
simply the case that one needs to confer with local actors or
elites or those considered local experts; rather, one needs to
attend to how scales of knowledge produce a politics of
knowing that can have real implications for on-the-ground
management”.

Insufficient data and lack of monitoring capability are
major obstacles to proactively seeking, synthesizing, and
using both experiential and scientific knowledge to support
decision making in conditions of uncertainty. The ability to
do this is a key part of adaptive governance. At times,
decisions are made when contradictory claims to knowledge
exist, resulting in unclear and confusing policy directions.
For example, in Pakistan, many researchers have argued that
the actual forest area of the country is much lower than that
officially claimed, as a result of definitional and jurisdic-
tional issues (Shahbaz 2009). In Nepal, despite a plethora of
studies conducted into forestry and agriculture in the hills,
there is still a lack of information about what is happening
on the ground at different locations, or analysis of the impact
of different community-based resource management

regimes. Studies are also divided across three key sectors—
land management, forestry, and agriculture—and there is
limited knowledge on cross-sectoral interactions.

Critical insights have, however, emerged as to how
research can be linked to practice and policy processes. For
example, in Nepal’s forestry system (Banjade 2013;
McDougall et al. 2013; Ojha et al. 2010), studies show that
alliance-led resistance and research-informed deliberation
can overcome threats of recentralization (Sunam et al. 2013).
However, even with relevant and emerging research, the
quality and form of presentation is often not strong enough
to attract the attention of, or to be compatible with, policy
actors and community leaders.

There are a few systematic, longitudinal studies that have
used robust methodologies and have intimately engaged
with the contexts, but these studies are often shaped by the
interests of the sponsors. Studies are framed either as global
knowledge questions or donor project objectives, and there
have been few engaged research attempts to critically expose
or contribute to local decision systems that impact small-
holder agriculture and forestry. This is because the agenda of
sustainability in development is promoted by international
aid agencies. There is a long history of scientific claims that
development interventions have failed to achieve their
intended goals, a matter that has become a key base to
advance theorizing on the problems of and potential solu-
tions for the Himalaya (Thompson and Warburton 1985;
Ives et al. 1987; Ives and Messerli 1989; Blaikie et al. 2002;
Ives 2004). The Himalayan myth (that the region was facing
an environmental disaster due to rapid population growth,
causing extensive deforestation) was based on a discredited
western scientific construct (Ives et al. 1987; Bruijnzeel and
Bremmer 1989; Ives 1989, 2004; Ives and Messerli 1989;
Guthman 1997; Forsyth 1998), but it has created confusion
and led to assumptions and misinterpretations about the
Himalaya that have affected development planning and
implementation and led to misguided research efforts (Ives
et al. 1987; Ives 2012). The overgeneralization of complex
problems and their solutions in the HKH has led to a failure
in development-oriented research (Ives 2012).

China’s adoption of the practice of piloting laws and
revising them on the basis of implementation experience is
an interesting move toward adaptive governance. For
example, the Environmental Protection Law of 1979 was
enacted on a trial basis and, because it proved more
solution-oriented than based on proactive prevention, was
amended and reenacted in December 1989. Likewise, under
the perceived situation of the tragedy of the commons,
reforms in cropland regions saw a transformation from
communal management of rangelands to autonomous indi-
vidual household responsibility over farm management
(Banks et al. 2003). In Bhutan, natural resources, especially
Sokshing (homestead leaf litter forests), Tsamdrog
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(rangelands), and water have been nationalized through
enactment and revision of the Land Act (RGOB 2007), the
Forest and Nature Conservation Act (RGOB 1995), and the
Water Act (RGOB 2011) for the sole purpose of conserva-
tion and sustainable utilization. In recent times, degradation
of the natural environment resulting from mining activities,
with no tangible economic benefits to the government and
communities, has led to the emergence of policies to limit
the private sector and initiate state engagement in harnessing
the economic potential of natural resources, demonstrating
that adaptive policy making can work in a complex political
environment, as exemplified earlier by the evolution of
community forestry policy in Nepal. On the other hand,
there have also been significant developments in the area of
water resource management. In its effort to implement the
Water Act of 2014, Bhutan adopted the National Integrated
Water Resource Management Plan (NIWRMP), which calls
for water security as a national goal to be achieved through
employment of the Bhutan Water Security Index (BWSI)
and associated interagency coordination framework for
planning, implementation, monitoring, and reporting
progress.

Cote and Nightingale (2012) argue that the conceptual-
ization of social change in environmental research is itself
problematic, as it emphasizes a focus on the structures and
functionality of an institutional system devoid of political,
historical, and cultural meaning. Greater efforts at situating
definitions and questioning formulations about resilience
within political and cultural heterogeneities can help address
both this issue and the underlying normative concerns. We
believe that the question of adaptability and resilience of the
environmental governance system depends to a large extent
on the role of knowledge at the intersection between social
and environmental dynamics, and the ways in which the
politics of knowledge helps to address normative questions
in the context of power asymmetry and competing value
systems—all of which are not external to, but rather integral
to the development and functioning of an environmental
management system. Fundamentally speaking, it is impor-
tant to consider how various systems of knowledge are
mobilized and an effective interface is created. Researchers
should not overlook the importance of engagement with
policy actors at different stages of research.

16.5.4 The Emerging Emphasis on Multilevel
Learning for Inclusive Policies
and Transformational Governance

Evidence suggests that the efforts to ensure inclusion in
governance are not fully informed by the unfolding social
and political dynamics. We argue that inclusive policy pro-
cesses should not only be restricted to cross-scalar policy

and institutions, but also that they be prioritized within
scales and at all levels by increasing the level of participation
and democratic representation of stakeholders, individuals,
and marginal social groups. Further, institutions need to be
flexible and to encourage reflection, learning, experimenta-
tion, and innovative responses to specific local capabilities
and needs. Institutional arrangements which facilitate mul-
tilevel learning are critical for exploring uncertainties and
finding solutions for climate change adaptation (Huntjens
et al. 2012), which is now a global preoccupation.

Sustainable development also requires transformational
adaptation to changes in underlying cultural and political
systems, not just adaptation of specific management prac-
tices (Pelling 2011). This approach requires environmental
policy and institutions to embrace social learning while
undertaking the governance and management of natural
resources (Olsson et al. 2006; Leach et al. 2007; Plummer
et al. 2013). Indeed, governance itself is a process of
learning in relation not only to management operations but
also to fundamental cultural values and political standpoints
(Dressler et al. 2010).

While it is clear that inclusive policy processes help to
ensure a more just governance process, it is not clear which
governance structures are best for doing this. Research sug-
gests that monocentric perspectives are better at ensuring
public participation, as it is easier to provide feedback to the
public through a central structure. Similarly, management as
experimentation may work better in a monocentric system
than in a polycentric one. However, in the case of river basins,
unitary authorities at the sub-basin or watershed level may be
better at connecting the public with the central authorities
(Huitema et al. 2009). Local-level institutions can provide
space for the empowerment of historically marginalized
groups, but this representation can sometimes be tokenistic at
best (Cooke and Kothari 2001; Nightingale 2002; Sikor and
Lund 2009). Social inclusion can be freed from rhetoric if the
monitoring mechanisms prioritize communication and the use
of feedback and reflections to improve governance.

Finally, the shift in gender roles in both mountainous and
peri-urban contexts has potentially profound implications for
inclusion in governance. As an example, urbanization or
rural-urban migration can lead to a transformation of gender
relations around water in particular, as well as around natural
resources more broadly. It is also argued that with the
acquisition of village grazing lands to support urban
expansion, gender relations around natural resources can be
transformed (Vij and Narain 2016). In India, studies have
shown that men performed the task of water collection in
upper-caste households, but with occupational diversifica-
tion, this task is increasingly being performed by women
(Ranjan and Narain 2012). In other areas, efforts have been
made to reduce women’s drudgery in water collection in the
mountains by bringing water sources closer to homes, but

16 Governance: Key for Environmental Sustainability … 571



these efforts proved limited in their impact on improving
women’s quality of life. Along with climate change, both
urbanization and rural-urban migration create new demands
on women’s time in mountain contexts, while the expansion
of a water supply may itself create new water collection
tasks (Narain 2014). Thus, focusing on changing gender
relations around water may yield a better understanding of
the impacts of drinking water supply interventions on
women’s quality of life than estimating impact simply in
terms of conventional indicators of women’s water burdens.

16.6 Opportunities for Improving
Environmental Governance in the HKH

This chapter has provided an assessment of environmental
governance in the Hindu-Kush Himalaya, encompassing
processes at local, national, and regional scales. It shows that
the governance of environmental resources in the region
involves a complex ensemble of state policy frameworks,
policy making and implementing organizations, knowledge
communities, traditional institutions, and the private sector.
The field of environmental governance entails pluralistic and
highly dispersed authorities at local, subnational, national,
regional, and global levels. The distribution of governing
power across various levels of governance is unbalanced and
often incompatible with the sustainable management of
natural resources. Environmental institutions have yet to
fully recognize the complex Himalayan geography, which is
characterized by the lack of appropriate, context-specific
institutions to link upstream and downstream communities in
river basins.

National environmental policies and institutions in the
region are complex and still evolving. Governance reforms
include the adoption of new environmental concerns such as
climate change, disaster risks, and biodiversity; decentral-
ization and devolution; and new shifts to adopt market
mechanisms in resource governance. While policy visions
and frameworks for improved environmental governance
have emerged in response to the change in contexts, there is
a lack of effective implementation. This is because devel-
oping new policy visions is not concurrently linked to a
process of institutional reform. The link between policy and
practice is poor, and many of the lessons learned from the
field—as well as evidence from research—goes unused in
national policy processes.

A variety of decentralization initiatives have emerged
with significantly positive outcomes in different localities,
yet these are not adequately supported or institutionalized in
the national and subnational systems of governance.
Regional cooperation on environmental issues remains lim-
ited, and there is an urgent need for the HKH countries to
engage more meaningfully in devising frameworks for fair

cooperation, as countries have intimate upstream and
downstream linkages, complementary expertise and experi-
ences, and differing levels of national capability and nego-
tiating power. The future of regional governance of natural
resource management depends to a large extent on how
innovative institutional arrangements emerge in the region to
facilitate intergovernmental dialogue, common policy ini-
tiatives, and collaborative trans-border community practices,
beyond the dichotomy of cooperation and conflict which has
existed in varied forms of transboundary management of
natural resources.

Given the rich experiences and policy experiments in
diverse sub-regions and localities in the HKH, there is an
important need to strengthen the cross-scalar knowledge
interface and inclusive governance processes—both within
and between the nation-states—to ensure fair and adaptive
governance in the face of the growing risks related to climate
change and disaster in the Himalaya.

The findings show that there are at least four opportuni-
ties for improving environmental governance in the region:
(1) strengthening the interface between science, policy, and
practice; (2) strengthening the institutional capacity to
implement new policies; (3) scaling up community-based
environmental management systems by creating more
enabling regulatory frameworks and appropriate local insti-
tutional arrangements; and (4) strengthening transboundary
cooperation among the HKH countries.
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