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Abstract 

In contemporary economics literature, the term Common Property Resources (CPRs) 

include three dimensions which are central to any definition of CPRs: Community, 

Ownership, and Accessibility. CPRs can be broadly defined as those resources in which a 

group of people have co-equal use right, specifically formal or legal rights that exclude the 

use of those resources by other people. CPRs are an important component of the natural 

resources endowment and the dependence on it to fulfil subsistence needs of rural 

communities are pronounced. Generally, it may be identified by communal purpose, access 

and common use. In short, it refers to the concept of community resources which have a 

subtractive but indivisible nature of being a public good. Many of the eminent academicians 

have defined it according to their own perception and purview of the study. The eminent 

among them are Jodha (1990: p. A 65), who described the term common property resources 

as ‘those (non exclusive) resources in which a group whose central purpose is not the use or 

administration of the resources (per se) such as a village, a tribe etc’.  Later, Pasha (1992: p. 

2499) understood the term as those ‘resources which are collectively used by a group of 

people’. Kadekodi (2004: p.19) has defined the term as ‘a property on which a  well defined 

collective claims by an exclusive group are established, the use of the resource is subtractive, 

having the characteristic of a public good such as indivisibility’.  Hence, the paper seeks to 

address the conceptual issues of the complexities of commons in a tribal state of Arunachal 

Pradesh. 
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1. Introduction 

The term Common Property Resources (CPRs) is a concept of recent origin. A 

number of studies and research works on common property resources management have 

however, grown in importance and scope since H. Scott Gordon (1954) discussed it in his 

article ‘The Economics of Common Property Resources: The Fishery’.  The analysis 
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typically proceeds with the hypothesis that extractors make independent choices with a view 

to maximizing their material well-being. Since, every individual neglects the implications of 

his decision on the payoffs of other extractors, this result in sub-optimal level of extraction 

from the perspective of the group as a whole. He observes that commons can be 

overexploited when the marginal private cost to an individual is less than the marginal social 

cost. In other words, over-exploitation of resources starts when marginal private benefit is 

greater than the marginal social benefit. He demonstrates it academically with an example of 

ocean fishing by communities. However, the term CPRs which he uses in his study refers to 

commons i.e., the resources which are open to all or have open access, specifically, water 

resources, but not land and forest resources.   

In pursuance of H. Scott Gordon (1954), a number of studies have been undertaken to 

elucidate the concept of this terminology whether it has a synonymous application with the 

terms ‘common property resources’ and ‘commons’,  ‘common property resources’ and 

‘common pool resources’, ‘common property resources’ and ‘open access’ etc. In order to 

illuminate these terminologies, a new set of property regimes, like ‘Common Pool Property 

Regime’, ‘Common Property Regime’, and ‘Private Property Regime’ have set in and the 

experts have started discussing ‘resource use’ and ‘governance’ of the natural resources.  

Elinor Ostrom (2000) advances arguments for supplanting the term ‘common 

property’ with ‘common pool’ to avoid this confusion. Common pool resources often have 

specific characteristics; such as mobility, fluidity, or extensiveness. Therefore, they pose 

problems to human institutions in respect of their bounding or dividing. However, all 

common pool resources share two attributes: (i) It is costly to exclude individuals from using 

these resources by means of physical barriers or legal instruments, and (ii) Their benefits 

consumed by one individual are subtracted from the benefits available to others. Using 

‘property’ in this term to refer to a type of good reinforces the impression that goods sharing 

these attributes tend to share the same property regime everywhere. But it is not the case 

(Ostrom, 2000). Hence ‘common pool’ is not the same as ‘common property’ (McCay, 

1996). 

Harold Demsetz (1967) has made an interesting study about the ‘ownership patterns’ 

or ‘the right of the use of resources’. According to him, private property ownership patterns 

are superior to community property ownership patterns by virtue of the fact that private 

property ownership patterns internalize externalities. Taking ‘title to land’ as an example, he 

states that two fundamental changes in world economic systems pushed up the privatization 
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of a resource: (i) the rising scarcity of resources due to the population growth and (ii) the 

rising value of these resources associated with greater market integration and the 

commercialization of agriculture. As long as there was land abundance and the resource had 

little commercial value, the marginal cost for existing users of resources compared to an 

additional user was very small not even worth opposing, and the magnitude of the 

externalities imposed by each user on extraction by all others was insignificant, making it not 

worth controlling. As the scarcity and value of resource increases, changing property rights to 

regulate the entry of private ownership to land would internalize many of the externalities 

associated with communal ownership, and that an individual owner, vested with ability to 

exclude other potential users, could realize the rewards and profits emanating from a well-

managed property. According to him, a situation where the owners carry both the benefits 

and the associated costs creates incentives to utilize resources more efficiently. An 

accompanying argument was that private ownership greatly reduces the costs of negotiating 

remaining externalities.  

However, the process of internalizing the externalities requires a choice between two 

options. One is to cooperate in the management of CPRs by introducing and enforcing formal 

rules that deter opportunism in the provision of services to the CPRs and in the appropriation 

of resources from the CPRs (McCarthy et.al, 2001; Otsuka and Place, 2001). The other is to 

divide the CPR among the members of the community, either in sub-coalition where 

cooperation may prevail more easily, or in individual allotments (Baland and Platteau, 1996).  

The default option prevails when there is a failure to enclose, failure to cooperate in the 

management of CPRs and failure to enforce individual property rights after division. In this 

case, incentives to manage the resource for sustained use are missing and there are both 

under-provision of services of maintenance and over-extraction from the resources, leading to 

their degradation and depletion. 

Arguments in support of private property ownership emerged after Demsetz wrote his 

paper to reinforce the main claims. Key arguments include greater security of tenure and 

induced investment, and hence, higher productivity and efficiency, and the potential of 

private property to function as collateral for loans enabling investments. There is a belief that 

a secure private tenure curbs degradation by taking externalities into account.  

 ‘The Tragedy of the Commons’ - the celebrated article of Garrett Hardin (1968), 

discussed the question of social stability through ‘population’ and the ‘carrying capacity of 

land’. He opines that if the waiting for the long-desired goal of the social stability becomes a 
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reality, the inherent logic of the commons remorselessly generates tragedy. He argues that 

people are living in the system that encourages them to increase, as much as possible, the 

exploitation of limited resources – the situation that leads to ruin for all. Once the resources 

are open to all, each user attempts to maximize his take without taking the resource 

conservation, the needs and the benefits of others into account. Hardin further argues that the 

solutions to the problems of resource depletion and degradation are not technical but rather 

lie in governmental control and regulation of resource use. So he suggests privatization as an 

optimal solution capable of avoiding the ruin for all (Berkes et al., 1989, pp. 91-93). To 

explain how the tragedy would occur, he says, “A rational herdsman concludes that the only 

sensible course for him to pursue is to add another animal to his herd and another … But this 

is the conclusion reached by each and every rational herdsman sharing a commons. Therein is 

the tragedy. Each man is locked into a system that compels him to increase his herd without 

limit - in a world that is limited. Ruin is the destination towards which all men rush, each 

pursuing his own best interest in a society that believes in the freedom of the commons. 

Freedom in a commons brings ruin to all”. (Hardin, 1968, p. 1244). 

Gordon (1954), Demsetz (1967), Hardin (1968) and others have discussed the most 

efficient institutional management of sustainable resource use and conservation of natural 

resources. It has been argued that in case of open-access and unregulated common property, 

individuals do not get proper incentive to act in socially efficient way and hence the ‘tragedy 

of commons’ occurs (Hardin, 1968). But they blurred the distinction between open access 

and common property resources until Ciriacy-Wantrup and Bishop (1975: p. 714), presented 

a clear exposition of ‘common property as a social institution’ in which property ownership 

patterns in resources are distributed among a number of owners who are ‘co-equals in their 

rights to use the resources’. Ciriacy-Wantrup and Bishop, (1975) are critical to the view 

placed by Hardin. They argue that the term ‘commons’ in the ‘tragedy of commons’ is 

applicable to the situation of appropriation of ‘open access resources’ and not to ‘common 

property resources’. In support to their argument, it has been stated that in case of   open-

access and unregulated common property resources, individuals do not get proper incentive 

to act in socially efficient way and hence the ‘tragedy of commons’ occurs. In common 

property resources, all group members (community or interest group) have equal rights to use 

the resource and to exclude non-group members (Ciriacy-Wantrup and Bishop, 1975), and 

have to regulate this use and invest in conservation. One of the objectives for excluding non-

members is to avoid overexploitation of the resources without contributing to its management 
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and conservation (McKean and Ostrom, 1995). 

According to Berkes et al., (1989), Hardin defends the divergence between the 

individual and the collective rationality in resource use without considering the auto-

regulation capacity of the users. In addition, he assumes that persons are unable to limit 

access and institute rules that regulate use without governmental control or privatization 

(Berkes et al., 1989; Feeny et al., 1990). In many parts of the world, Hardin’s arguments 

were used to nationalize and privatize natural resources which strengthened top-down 

planning and development approaches, ignoring local institutions (Arnold and Campbell, 

1986) resulting into undesirable social and environmental impacts. 

Other solutions exist in addition to those proposed by Hardin because the government 

control or privatization has no success in some situations (Hanna et al., 1996; Ostrom et al., 

1999). For example, a large appropriation of renewable and non-renewable resources by 

national and international capital in some regions of Brazilian Amazon, has led to an 

unprecedented depletion of natural resources and the marginalization of local populations 

(Diegues, 2000:p. 8). 

Hardin’s theory confounds CPRs and free access - the absence of property rights and 

a situation where rights and duties are not well defined (McKean and Ostrom, 1995; McCay, 

1996) leading to overexploitation. By equating common property ownership patterns with 

free access and assuming that free access leads to overexploitation, Hardin’s theory equates 

common property resources management with overexploitation (McCay and Acherson, 1987; 

Berkes et al., 1989). On the other hand, the theory assumes that individual interests are 

incompatible with existent management institutions but, in many communities, natural 

resource users are driven by social pressure to be in conformity with enforcement rules and 

conducts prescribed (Mc Cay, 1996). 

 

2. Conceptual Issues and Evaluation of Property rights 

Opinions enunciated by Economics and other social sciences are divided in respect of 

the terminologies of ‘property’ and ‘commons’. The proposition relating to the understanding 

of institutions and their management, particularly, governance and policy processes from 

local to global remains a matter of controversy.  

Thus, emerge of three different schools of thought in the literature of common 

property of land and forest: (i) common property rights, (ii) private property rights, and (iii) 

public property rights. It has been observed that they avert the tragedy of commons in respect 
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of the institutional arrangements of the natural resources.  

The scholars of the first school of thought emphasize on the institution building at the 

local level for managing common pool resources as the state managed natural resources often 

degraded faster. It is also mentioned that state pool resources were used inefficiently as a 

result of which the outcome was not beneficial to the poor. As an alternative to both the 

market and the state-controlled institutional arrangements, local level decentralized 

management of CPRs has been highlighted (Baland and Platteau, 1996; Ostrom, 2000). 

Ostrom argues that collective action for CPR management will be long enduring and 

successful under the conditions of well-defined boundaries, congruence between 

appropriation and provision rules, effective monitoring, graduated sanctions, conflict-

resolution mechanisms and minimal recognition of rights to organize (Ostrom, 1990). 

Common property rights constitute a form of private property (McKean and Ostrom, 1995) 

because community members or members within an interest group are co-owners of the 

resource and have the right to exclude others from use of the resources. In essence, there is a 

privatization of access and use rights by a group without dividing the resources in parts. 

According to the second property rights school, the problem of overexploitation and 

degradation of commons can be solved only by creating and enforcing private property rights 

(Demsetz, 1967; Cheung, 1970). It argues that common property regimes are inefficient 

because of three reasons: (i) Rent dissipation i.e., no one owns the products of the resource 

until they are captured, and everyone engages in an unproductive race to capture these 

products before others do (Gordon, 1954; Cheung, 1970), (ii) High transaction and 

enforcement costs. There is possibility of high transaction and enforcement costs if 

communal owners try to devise rules to reduce the externalities of their mutual overuse 

(Demsetz, 1967; Coase, 1960) and (iii) Low productivity. Production tends to become low 

since no one has an incentive to invest in order to increase his private returns (North, 1990). 

Thus, private property is considered the most efficient way to internalize the externalities 

generated from the overexploitation and degradation of the commons. It also makes the 

contention that private property rights spontaneously emerge to increase efficiency (Demsetz, 

1967 and Posner, 1977). 

The third school advocates that most of the crucial assumptions of the property rights 

school, such as zero enforcement costs, well-defined property rights, competitive and 

efficient markets are non-existent in reality and hence privatization may not be an effective 

solution to the problem of resource use. In practice, such conditions are absent for commons 
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since non-divisibility of the resources violates the assumptions of the property right school. 

Moreover, distributional implication of privatization may not be socially desirable 

(Weitzman, 1974). Hardin says that only the allocation of full authority to regulate the 

commons to external agency i.e., state property regime could reduce the overexploitation of 

commons. 

 It is useful in this regard to employ Agrawal’s (2001) synthesis of major research 

findings related to common property regimes. He has looked particularly into Wade’s, 

Ostrom’s, and Baland and Platteau’s work, and what he has found is that many of the 

enabling factors, such as resource characteristics, group characteristics, institutional 

arrangement and external environment in determining the viability of institutions for the 

commons that the authors have arrived at, overlap-although there are some discrepancies. 

 

3. Studies of CPRs in India  

Consistent with the growing theoretical issues, there are enough empirical studies 

with regional variations in India dealing with common property and community-based natural 

resource management.  Campbell, J.G. (1980) in his study on the issues of forestry in 

Madhya Pradesh found that a large percentage of rural poor has usufruct rights on state land. 

Revenue lands are freely available for unlimited grazing unless claimed by the Government 

or Panchayat (local council) for some particular project. Traditional access rights (nistar) 

give unlimited grazing and minor forest collection rights to rural residents in forests classified 

as protected and even in the remaining forests classified as reserved. The government 

reserves to itself the right of cutting any of the most valuable tree and bamboo species 

existing on private lands. Management of public lands almost exclusively consists in 

protecting the division of harvesting rights within the same lands between the government 

and the people. There is a high degree of ambiguity about the ownership rights on 

uncultivated revenue land, illegally occupied revenue land and illegally operated forest land.  

Basu, N.G. (1984) in his case study on the importance of non-governmental or private 

voluntary organizations (NGOs, PVOs) in the successful development of community forestry 

in Bihar had found that some 120 villages there are inhabited mostly by tribal people, where 

deforestation has reduced the land still under forest to 12-15 per cent. Some villages have 

independently initiated schemes for protecting and developing the remaining natural forest. 

The catalytic role of local NGOs in stimulating further development of communal forest 

management is noted.  
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Shiva, V. (1986) in his study on CPRs management observed that the government 

action to privatize common land accentuates rural poverty and increases ecological 

instability. Only a few marginal and landless farmers will gain at the cost of the majority who 

derive a wealth of benefits from these lands. Singh, Ch. (1986) considered the exact legal 

position concerning the current rights of forest dwellers in India and ascertained what could 

be done for them in future legislation. Further he observed that most rural Indians depend on 

CPRs for their energy and housing needs; the dependency being the greatest in tribal areas. 

One conclusion is that the Indian Forest Lands Acts should be repealed and that new acts 

should be created, in order to reach a point of equal distribution and use of natural resources. 

Ballabh, V. and Singh, K. (1988) in their study of institutions of forest management in 

Uttar Pradesh had found that Forest Councils have the authority to levy fines for misuse of 

forest resources and collect fees from users. They are responsible for internal management 

and grazing, the collection of fuel wood, fodder and for protection. Forest Council members 

are informally elected and produce is distributed fairly among the members of the village 

community. Although the authority to levy fees and fines and to punish offenders has been 

reduced because of rule changes, this method of forest management is considered promising.  

Brokensha, D. (1988) discussed CPRs and considered a wide range of socio-economic 

and biophysical factors. The common lands of Karnataka include gomal lands, tank 

foreshores and "wastelands". Most common lands are degraded. He observed that CPRs 

cannot be examined in isolation. Without participation in decision making and management 

of social forestry projects there is no social forestry.  

Arnold, J.E.M. and Stewart, W.C. (1989) in their study in social forestry in Tamil 

Nadu had observed that conflicts over the use of CPRs were handled too easily, and the 

complexities of changing use of the common lands and resources were over-estimated.  The 

study has found that in the 19th century, up to two thirds of the land in India was under 

community control but privatization and government appropriation have reduced this share. 

Many traditional and indigenous forms of CPRs management have weakened or collapsed. 

They observed that, despite the erosion of CPRs, they still play a very important role in 

agricultural systems and in the livelihoods of the poor. In order to make progress towards 

sustainable CPRs management it will be necessary to give high priority to correcting policy, 

legal anomalies, and weaknesses which undermine CPRs management arrangements or 

which encourage further privatization.   
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Iyengar, S. (1989), in his case study in 25 villages located in five different geo-

physical regions in Gujarat found that the development of infrastructure facilities, such as 

roads and transport networks, has opened up markets for some natural resources. While this is 

a healthy development, it has also resulted in far too rapid growth in the rate of exploitation 

of the resources. Since independence, the population, including that of rural areas, has grown 

at a very rapid rate. This has increased pressure on available land. The area under CPR land 

in villages has decreased and continues to do so because of privatization. Over-use and over-

exploitation of land has also led to deterioration in its quality. As a result, the status and area 

of CPR land has changed considerably.  

On the present status of the management of CPRs such as water, grazing lands and 

forests, Chopra et al., (1989) in their study of participatory management of CPRs in Haryana 

had observed that the strategy to control the degradation of CPRs lies on (i) A group of 

people (ii) Adherence to certain set of rules, customs, tradition and (iii) Empowerment and 

adjustments between individual behaviour and group behaviour.  

They argued that the intervention of government in the management of CPRs led to 

excessive overexploitation of the resource. 

Jodha, N.S. (1986; 1987; 1990) analysed the extent of the dependence of various user 

groups on these CPRs and their management characteristics. According to him, the decline in 

CPR area, as well as the physical degradation and deterioration of the management 

arrangements is caused by effects of public interventions, commercialization, technological 

change and demographic factors. The demographic factors which he mentioned are (i) 

Physical loss of the natural resource system (due to submersion of grazing land in a newly 

constructed dam or area of CPR covered by roads and buildings) (ii) Deterioration of physical 

productivity of resources (such as degradation of pastures and forest lands) and (iii) 

Reassignment of usage and property rights as indicated by transfer of CPR lands to private 

ownership.  

Chen, M. (1991) in his study of a single village of 59 poor households in Ahmadabad 

district of Gujarat also found that conflict over privatization of CPRs increases over time. 

Pasha, S. A. (1992) in his study of 14 villages in Karnataka observed that community-based 

use and management of CPRs with the active participation of all the rural households is an 

essential factor for protection of these resources. Similarly, Beck, T. (1994) in his study of 

three villages in West Bengal observed that conflicts over CPRs are central to poor 

household’s experience of poverty. On the similar lines, Singh, et al., (1996) in their study of 
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eight villages in Punjab also found that the main factors for the decline of CPRs were the 

mismanagement and encroachment problems. Thus, the authors stressed on the need for 

effective people’s participation in preventing over exploitation of CPRs by the better off 

households and in protecting the forests in particular.  

Most of these literatures emphasized efficient collective action and participation in 

CPRs management system so as to ensure equity and sustainability of resource management 

at the local level. 

 

4. Status of CPRs in India 

The communities all over India had an access to several types of commons, by 

tradition or through formal and informal conventions. There are no official estimates about 

the status of CPRs in India. However, several attempts have been made by different 

academicians based on different methodologies. Studies in CPRs in India both from the 

policy and the research perspectives date back to mid-1980s. In terms of assessing the status 

of such resources, Jodha’s seminal work (1986) remains the most extensive village-level 

analysis which studies the magnitude of common property land resources in the dry land of 

the Western Region of the country. Besides Jodha, a number of micro-level assessments have 

also been conducted subsequently. After the publication of the 54th Round of National 

Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO) data, (1999) on the current status of CPRs in India, 

researchers began to have an access to it. The NSSO data is unique in the sense that it is 

based on the study of 78,990 rural households in 5114 villages making it a comprehensive 

countrywide study of CPRs. However, there are reasons to believe that the enumeration 

process of such a rapid survey is likely to be less accurate than in-depth long term 

ethnographic field research. For example, if illegality is involved in the use of some types of 

CPRs, respondents may be unwilling to reveal it to the enumerators who do not know the 

truth. Chopra and Gulati (1990) uses Agricultural Land Use Statistics data to quantify the 

magnitude of common property land and forest resources in the 1970s at all India level. This 

was followed by a study of Suresh Kumar (2000) and Kadekodi (2001). Kadekodi (2001) 

estimates the extent of the resources by using CMIE and Land Utilisation Statistics. 

Another problem is the methodological approach of exclusion and inclusion of the 

resource on the basis of ‘de jure’ or ‘de facto’ methods. Chopra and Gulati (1990) and 

Kadekodi (2001) calculate CPRs as the sum total of ‘private land’ to which common access 

may exist viz., ‘cultivable waste land’,  ‘fallows other than current fallows’, ‘permanent 
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pastures and grazing land’, ‘barren and uncultivable land’, and ‘protected’ and ‘unclassed 

forests’. NSSO (1999) uses the de jure approach and excludes forest areas. Despite these 

obvious limitations, the data provides a very useful baseline against the measurement of the 

extent and the degree of CPRs. Thus, all the studies provide a rough estimation of CPRs 

across the country, based on a reclassification of land use data.  

Table 3 provides the composition of CPR area across different states including 

Arunachal Pradesh and Union territories of India during 2001.   

 

Table:  3 Composition of CPR Area across Different States and Union Territories of India 

during 2001 

      ('000 hectare) 

 
State/UT 

Geographica
l Area BUL PPGL CWL

OTC
F CPRL CPRF CPRs 

% of 
CPRs to  
total area

Andhra Pradesh 27507 2100 675 728 1417 4920 1334 6254 22.74
Arunachal Pradesh1 8374 21 4 37 46 108 4251 4359 52.06
Assam 7844 1461 163 80 65 1769 895 2664 33.96
Bihar 17388 1010 105 321 922 2358 2460 4818 27.71
Goa 370 0 1 55 0 56 49 105 28.39
Gujarat 19602 2604 849 1982 13 5448 507 5955 30.38
Haryana 4421 102 34 19 0 155 130 285 6.45
Himachal Pradesh 5567 807 153 124 13 1097 3513 4610 82.81
Jammu & Kashmir 22224 291 126 140 8 565 0 565 2.54
Karnataka 19179 794 959 427 409 2589 1010 3599 18.77
Kerala 3886 29 0 59 34 122 18 140 3.60
Madhya Pradesh 44344 1349 1585 1201 575 4710 7179 11889 26.81
Maharashtra 30771 1696 1341 903 1171 5111 1270 6381 20.74
Manipur 2233 0 0 0 370 370 1595 1965 88.00
Meghalaya 2243 136 0 441 162 739 838 1577 70.31
Mizoram 2108 16 23 127 156 322 880 1202 57.02
Nagaland 1658 0 0 65 79 144 832 976 58.87
Orissa 15571 843 443 392 430 2108 3178 5286 33.95
Punjab 5036 55 7 25 4 91 301 392 7.78
Rajasthan 34224 2566 1707 4908 2444 11625 2063 13688 40.00
Sikkim 710 173 69 1 9 252 39 291 40.99
Tamil Nadu 13006 476 123 352 1228 2179 355 2534 19.48
Tripura 1049 3 0 1 1 5 270 275 26.22
Uttar Pradesh 29441 920 292 872 730 2814 1660 4474 15.20
West Bengal 8875 27 4 37 29 97 483 580 6.54
Union Territories 1096 18 5 28 15 66 425 491 44.80
Total 328727 17497 8668 13325 1033 49820 35535 85355 25.97
Note: (i) For standard definitions of various categories of land use adopted in the land utilization statistics, refer 
to Annexure I.  
Source: www.indiastat.com, State of Forest Report, 2001 and Statistical Abstract of Arunachal Pradesh, 2003. 

 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 3.114, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 4, Issue 9, October 2016 

 

126 
www.jiarm.com 

The estimation as mentioned in Table 4 can be described under four categories: 

(i) The states which fall under the category of ‘very high’ level of CPRs of the total area are 

Manipur (88.00), and Himachal Pradesh (82.81). On account of being hilly regions, these 

states show varying characteristics of CPRs. This is because of large areas of protected 

forests which decreases CPRL to an unusual low level.  

(ii) Interestingly, the extent of CPRs available between the range of 50 - 75 per cent for the 

states viz., Meghalaya (70.31) Nagaland (58.87), Mizoram (57.02) and Arunachal Pradesh 

(52.06 per cent) respectively. The higher extent of CPRs in Arunachal Pradesh is mainly 

because of large CPRF area. 

(iii) The states where the CPRs fall under the category of ‘medium’ level of CPRs are Bihar 

(27.71), Goa (28.39), Gujarat (30.38), Madhya Pradesh (26.81), Orissa (33.95), Assam 

(33.96), Rajasthan  (40.00),  Sikkim (40.99) and  Tripura (26.22). The Union territories as a 

single unit come under this category with 44.80 per cent of CPRs. The extent of CPRs in 

Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan is associated with the higher area under ‘PPGL’ and 

‘CWL’.  

(iv) The states where CPRs is ‘low’ i.e., less than or around 25 per cent of geographical area 

are Andhra Pradesh (22.74), Maharashtra (20.74), Tamil Nadu (19.48), Karnataka (18.77), 

Uttar Pradesh (15.20), Punjab (7.78), West Bengal (6.54), Haryana (6.45), Kerala (3.60) and 

Jammu and Kashmir (2.54). Among these low CPRs category states, Punjab, West Bengal, 

Haryana, Kerala and Jammu and Kashmir are accounted very low CPRs to their total area. 

These states except Jammu and Kashmir have a high level of agricultural development and so 

a higher percentage of the land under private ownership with low level of per capita forest 

exists. 

In terms of the per capita CPRs area, the states above the national average of 0.084 

hectares per head per annum in 2001 are found in the North East Region, Orissa, Madhya 

Pradesh, Himachal Pradesh and Gujarat while the rest states are registered below the average. 

So far we have discussed the regional variations of CPRs in India. The discussion will 

remain incomplete, if we do not analyse the degree of dependency on CPRs. In this regard, 

the 54th Round of NSSO Data (1999) reveals the degree of dependency on CPRs.  As per the 

estimates of it, a majority of the households depend on CPR land and forest resources for 

their requirements of fuel wood, fodder, bamboo and fish followed by medicinal plants and 

herbs, leaf biomass and fruits. There are indications that these CPRs flows have come down 

over time. Between 1993 and 1998, the extent of consumption of fuel wood from CPR land 
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and forest resources has come down significantly at the all India level from 87 per cent of 

households to 62 per cent. The extent to which fuel wood consumption from CPR land and 

forest, in case of Rajasthan declines from 94 per cent to 34 per cent and for Haryana from 90 

per cent to 41 per cent. Only 45 per cent of rural households reported collecting firewood 

from the commons now. The quantity collected in 1998 was just half of the quantity of fuel 

wood actually consumed. In term of value of collections, around 40 percent of fish comes 

from the CPRs, 25 per cent from leaf biomass and around 16 per cent from fodder and 

bamboo. The details are given in Table 4. 

Table:  4 
Average Value of Collections from CPRs and Average Consumption Expenditure across 

Different States of India 
 
 

State 

Percentage of 
Households Using 
Fuel wood 
 

Percentage of 
Households 
Reporting 
Collection in  

Average Quantity (in kilogram) 

1998 1993-94 1998 Collected in 
1998 

Consumed in 
1993-94 

Andhra Pradesh 81 94 59 545 950 
Arunachal Pradesh 85 96 82 5448 3787 
Assam 60 97 44 614 141 
Bihar* 58 70 41 446 623 
Gujarat 73 83 55 483 877 
Haryana 41 90 27 306 1013 
Himachal Pradesh 59 91 56 1080 2346 
Jammu & Kashmir 51 89 33 553 2234 
Karnataka 79 96 53 484 1446 
Kerala 53 95 13 204 1301 
Madhya Pradesh* 76 96 56 621 1673 
Maharashtra 67 82 59 522 776 
Manipur 75 96 40 1157 1635 
Meghalaya 93 94 86 2558 2282 
Mizoram 98 99 97 6688 1532 
Nagaland 98 99 67 2972 2816 
Orissa 75 91 62 944 1290 
Punjab 69 74 24 550 841 
Rajasthan 34 94 21 267 1368 
Sikkim 69 74 53 1805 1832 
Tamil Nadu 70 93 61 497 816 
Tripura 51 97 31 427 1417 
Uttar Pradesh* 51 88 33 416 813 
West Bengal 51 73 38 324 742 
India 62 87 45 500 1015 

Note:  1. Annual consumption expenditure is derived from the estimates taken from   
                    Sarvekshana, Vol. XXIV, Issue no.84 (July-September, 2000, p.74).  

2.  The symbol asterisk (*) are the states prior to the formation of new states.  
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5. Studies of CPRs in North East and Arunachal Pradesh. 

In spite of the fact that almost all the states of North East India have a good 

percentage of area under CPRs, but very few studies have been carried to date regarding the 

forest dependency and management of CPRs in the region in general, and Arunachal Pradesh, 

in particular. The studies of Roy and Kuri (1997) had tried to show the process of change of 

property rights in Arunachal Pradesh through the identification of the factors involved in the 

process. Das (1995) studied the transition of communal ownership of land to its 

individualization. Ganguly (1997) showed for North East in general and Arunachal Pradesh 

in particular that there were growing inequalities in the jhum-based economy which was due 

to the emergence of private property rights in land.  

Many scholars have expressed deep concern over the wide disjunction between the 

perceptions of the government agencies on the one hand and the tribes on the others 

regarding the rights to land and forest. Although there is a wide variation in the way in which 

they manage natural resources as there in no ambiguity of their rights over them. The land 

and forest are an integral part of the habitat to which they belong from time immemorial. In 

spite of the establishment of private property rights over land and forest, every community or 

tribe living in rural areas has some demarcated village community lands such as village 

common forest, pasture, pond, river etc. In village commons, they enjoy freedom to use the 

available natural resources through mutual understanding and customary practice adopted in 

the village institutions. They use major and minor forest products, hunt animals and catch 

fish. Forest however is the main source of firewood, fodder, edible fruits, leaves, edible roots, 

tubers, wild animals, birds, insects and fish. The community forest provides raw materials for 

the construction or repairing of their houses. Their cattle graze in the forest. For example, 

Mithun is reared up within the village commons or community forest. Since Mithun is reared 

openly in the village commons, their rearing cost including cost of shed, feeds and labour 

remain almost zero. It is a symbol of prestige of the head of the family who keeps Mithun. 

The higher number of Mithun reared by a family determines better economic status of the 

family in their village and society. Moreover, from the village commons Bamboo is extracted 

for making their houses, fencing, weaving different form or size of baskets, arrows and bows.  

At the same time, the majority of this forest land has common ownership (Riba, 

1994). Kuri (2005) observed an excessive pressure on the forest in Arunachal Pradesh. 

Absence of alternative employment opportunities, emergence of a new form of market, 

population growth, growing commercial interest of the non-poor / neo-merchant class, in 
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effective management and gross violence of natural resource management rules are some of 

the factors identified for forest used rather than poverty.  

This is unique in the sense that under the Forest Rights Act, 2006, the state 

government had constituted the state level monitoring committee of Schedule Tribe and other 

Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act 2006 and had also constituted 

various district level, sub-divisional level and Gram Sabha level monitoring and 

implementation committee, yet it had not been implemented in letter and spirit. Maintaining 

the official record of land or forest in the state is solely depended upon State government 

where Land Management department is the nodal agency to regulate the same. The land 

dispute including forest land if any arises in rural area; Gaon Burahs2 are authorized to settle 

the case. Regarding the ownership of private forest land it is bestowed through clan / tribe 

who was either a Head3 or a Goan Burah of the village. In fact, responding to the growing 

scarcity of forest resources like firewood, timber, bamboo etc., people who are politically 

influential emphasized their rights over these resources so as to restrict the access of their 

own people. 

In all surveyed villages, it was found that the bamboo was pre-dominantly used for 

erection of house, floor and its wall, the good quality of wood from the forest are used for 

material for door, window, Almirah, pillar etc. and woods which cannot used for decorative 

household items are generally used for firewood. The falling of trees had been restricted by 

the Supreme Court Order of 1986, yet the illegal falling of trees and hand sewing of these 

quality trees for commercial purposes, extraction of firewood from CPRs to meet their family 

needs by selling it in the market etc. observed in the surveyed villages. Hence, there is an 

implication to the deforestation of the state. 

The above studies suffer from certain shortcomings particularly in the management of 

CPRs and its distributional implications in livelihood strategies of the rural stakeholders. 

These studies have concentrated mainly on the issues of property rights of land only. Only 

few studies have been conducted recently (Mitra, 1998; 2003; Mitra and Mishra, 2005) 

regarding the common property forest resources and institutional structures for forest 

resource management.  

Singh, A. I., (2010) in his study of nine villages in Arunachal Pradesh observed that 

CPRs are central to the survival strategy of the tribal people in Arunachal Pradesh. Women 

are the primary collector of firewood from CPRs. Generally, women and children collect 

firewood from community forests either on head or with eigin (traditional basket). There is a 
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two way relationship between firewood consumption and deforestation. On the one hand the 

demand for firewood from forest causes forest degradation to the extent that collection 

exceeds sustainable yield and its cycle. And on the other hand forest degradation leads to a 

situation of fuel scarcity. There is also a general practice that the strength of a good mother 

and wife is judged by the amount of firewood/paddy/fish they can carry/catch.  

 

6. Status of Property Rights and CPRs in Arunachal Pradesh 

 In the present study area, the property rights structure rests with three regimes i.e., 

public property, private property, and community property. All land in a village, 

theoretically, was community land and the management which is under the village council or 

the village chief. The village chief (popularly known as Gaon Burah), as the leader of the 

village used to decide which plots were to be brought under shifting cultivation (locally 

known as jhuming), when agricultural operations would be undertaken, when and where 

would hunting or fishing be done (Das, 1995). In the matter of common interest like 

construction of village road, tracks and footpaths, bridge etc, the village head used to 

mobilize the communal labour in this regard (Chowdhury, 1982). Thus, in the absence of 

separate economic institutions, economic activities are organized by the tribal socio-political 

organizations. A brief overview is given to draw an account of the ownership pattern on land 

and forests along with the natural process of evolution among the different tribal 

communities of Arunachal Pradesh based on some villages studied by the Agro Economic 

Research Centre, Jorhat and the Law Research Institution, Guwahati. 

The Nyishis of Lower Subansiri, Papum Pare and East Kameng districts also practice 

jhum cultivation extensively however it is seen that terrace farming is also coming up at nails 

pace. The system which they adopt in jhum is quite opposite to that of the other tribes of 

Siang belt. They usually do not return to the same plot after a jhum cycle. Thus, lands not 

taken up by the individual members of the community remained as village common land 

where no one exercises the rights of ownership. 

It appears from the forgoing discussion that both the land-use and the agricultural 

practices had some bearing on the land ownership pattern. While some sort of individual 

ownership was found to be dominant factors in case of cultivable land, community and of 

clan ownership was the general form in the fishing and forest areas. In case of cultivable land, 

the degree of individual property right varies from tribe to tribe. Those tribes which practiced 

Adi-type jhum cultivation in general, attained a kind of preliminary individual ownership. 



JOURNAL OF INTERNATIONAL ACADEMIC RESEARCH FOR MULTIDISCIPLINARY 
Impact Factor 3.114, ISSN: 2320-5083, Volume 4, Issue 9, October 2016 

 

131 
www.jiarm.com 

However, there are some tribes which practiced Nyishi type jhum cultivation and in those 

cases even cultivable land belonged to the category of village land. 

 However, the property rights formations in Arunachal Pradesh have undergone 

substantial changes over the last many years. After Independence of the country, there was a 

gradual transformation from non-monerised to monetized economy. The process of 

monetisation, commercialization, and subsequent differentiation led to the emergence of 

private property in land in a limited scale in some areas. Thus, in the Post-Independence 

period the process continued with the active help of the state machinery. The land ownership 

pattern in contemporary Arunachal Pradesh is diverse and changing. The unevenness in the 

development process has increased this diversity as well. 

The only legal framework concerning land ownership in Arunachal Pradesh is the 

Jhum Land Regulation, 1947 which only recognizes the ownership to a piece of jhum land. 

As we have found that most of the land in Arunachal Pradesh was owned by the communities 

and some of them have been privatized in the recent decades. However, in case of privately 

owned land, the right of use and occupancy as well as the right of inheritance are generally 

enjoyed by the members of respective communities but the right to transfer is not total and 

unconditional (Mishra, 2001). 

 The life of the tribal people is intimately linked with the nature in general and forests 

in particular. They obtain additional income from a range of agricultural activities including 

forest resources, livestock and crop production etc. The evidence suggests that not only is the 

rural sector fairly diversified across activities, but households and individuals use a range of 

activities as a part of a strategy to maintain livelihoods. That is, within a single household a 

number of income-generating activities are used for livelihood maintenance and 

improvement. However, the concept of tribal rights to the land and forests resources has not 

been clearly defined. 

In Arunachal Pradesh, there are three types of property rights structure on land and 

forests viz., Government (public), private and community which influence the quality and 

richness in terms of forest coverage among the Indian States. It is being done through 

multiple channels of influences. Now, it is being widely recognized that participatory, 

decentralized and local level managements of natural resources through long-enduring 

community-based institutional arrangements may have some advantages over state-controlled 

and market-based alternatives. This is because, the survival of the communities living on 

forest fringes or within forests depend their daily needs on the community forests. However, 
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institutional arrangements evolve along with changes in the structure of socio-economic and 

political economy. During transitions from common or community property rights regime to 

private property regime the institutional structures of community-based institution for natural 

resource management are expected to change as well. The implications of these changes will 

not be uniform across the different rural classes, primarily because as theoretical and 

empirical evidences suggest, privatization of commons is often accompanied by increasing 

inequality in the distribution of resources. The key questions that have been investigated, in 

such context are: Are there any differences in consumption value from community forest 

between poor and non-poor households? Does the institution-based CPR management results 

in extraction of more or less forest products? How do the individual members of the rural 

community and households change their livelihood strategies in response to these 

institutional changes? 

Arunachal Pradesh has witnessed large-scale changes in the property rights structure 

as well as natural resource base. Therefore, community forests offer a unique opportunity to 

study these enquiries in greater detail. The results are not only expected to clarify the 

theoretical issues of relationship between Common Property Resource (CPR) management 

and its distributional aspects in rural settings but also may contribute towards developing 

more sophisticated policy responses towards better participatory resource management. In 

fact, there have been a number of theoretical and empirical studies on the successes and 

failures of CPR management. However, there are a few studies that have paid attention to 

equity, equality and its distributional implications of common property institutions as well as 

rural livelihood strategies.  

 

7. Findings and Conclusion 

The study shows that the property rights formations in Arunachal Pradesh have 

undergone a large scale change over the last few years due to the economic development 

activities such as large scale plantation of large cardamom, kiwi, pineapple, orange etc. 

currently going on in the state. After independence, there was gradual transformation to 

monetization, commercialization and subsequent differentiation led to the emergence of 

private property in land and forest resources in a limited scale in certain areas. The process 

continued with the active help of the State machinery. However, with the transformation of 

the economy from the non-monetised to the monetized economy on the one hand and the 

transformation of tribal society on the other, the Common Property Forest Resources (CPRF) 
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in some districts of the state assumed the nature of Open access. As a result, there was 

massive destruction of community forests. However, due to policy intervention of the state 

government, destruction of community forests is reducing fast. There are also instances of 

increasing privatization of community forests by selling large area of community or clan 

lands to individuals.  

Three types of interaction are observed between users and other decision-makers in 

the surveyed villages. These are (i) Among the users themselves, (ii) Between users and 

Gaon Burah who played an important role in CPR management and collective action and (iii) 

Between users and various functionaries of the State. 

  The interaction among users with respect to CPRs was characterized by free riding, 

reciprocity or cooperation which was ingrained among the stakeholders of the study area. 

However, it was reducing gradually due to monetization of the economy. There was also a 

growing tendency of privatization of community forests among the non-poor households. 

The community or Village Council headed by the Gaon Burah or head clan member 

of a tribe played an important role for decision-making, conflict resolution and collective 

action on CPR management in the villages. However, its role was found to be declining 

particularly in the context of privatization of resources in the rural villages of Arunachal 

Pradesh. In this regard, the roles of Public leaders play a pivotal role in the privatization of 

resources in the rural villages of Arunachal Pradesh. Similarly, Panchayat members, Anchal 

Samiti members who have a political connection have started playing important roles as these 

members are literate and have the market information of his or her surroundings. 

Thus, the foregoing analysis of prevailing CPR institutions has clearly revealed that 

the traditional mechanism which maintained balance between man and environment has 

weakened. In fact, the Nyishi the largest tribe had their own system of forest conservation and 

management system because they were virtually connected with the preservation of 

community forests which reflected the age-old pattern of co-existence between man and 

nature. For example, the majority of the tribes had strong belief that forests are integral part 

of tribal culture and tradition and some tribes perform special rituals associated to forests 

such as Apatani and Mishmi tribes. However, these beliefs are shrinking as the people are 

coming in contact with modern belief system and technological advancement as well.  

In fact, the traditional property rights formation which was largely collective is being 

replaced by private property rights over land and forest. In the traditional phase, apart from 

the State control over cultivable land and forest, three different types of ownership of land 
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were present in the study area i.e., (i) Collective ownership by village communities; (ii) Clan 

ownership and (iii) Private and individual ownership. These ownership rights are not properly 

recognized by the State Government but informal ownership through habitual user’s rights 

exhibit a great deal of diversity and adaptability. The collective ownership is not just being 

replaced by private ownership; the meanings and function of the traditional property rights 

structure have also undergone a significant transformation. In the rural villages of Arunachal 

Pradesh, we noticed the emergence of private property rights over land and forests and hence 

it is the most fundamental challenge before us to design a new or dynamic CPR management 

system so that the forest resources can be used on equity and sustainable basis. 

Many collective action theorists have advocated that if a group of individuals are 

placed in a situation in which they could all mutually benefit by abiding the rule of restricted 

CPRs use, they will not cooperate without external enforcer. Therefore, these scholars have 

strongly recommended for a change in CPR structure wherever the resources are the nature of 

commons. On the other hand, the scholars associated with ‘new institutionalism’ have 

strongly criticized the argument presented by the proponents of change in the property rights 

of CPRs. They have advocated that user community can use and manage the CPRs in a 

sustainable way without any external coercion, defying the above mentioned classifications 

of approaches to solve the CPR problem, it has been realized that there is no universal 

solution to the problem as the success or the failure of a management system which depends 

on a great variety of situation specific factors. An institutional option best fits in one situation 

may not be applicable in other settings. Hence, an attempt is made to explore the best fit 

institution to manage the CPRs in the study area by taking into account the location specific 

factors. 

The forest area of the rural villages of Arunachal Pradesh can be classified into three 

namely, (i) State Forest; (ii) Unclassified State Forest and (iii) Community or Clan Forests.  

 The villagers claimed that the Unclassified State Forest is also Community Forests. In 

our study area, the Government’s initiative to protect and develop CPRs by extending the 

State Forest Programme like Joint Forest Management was found.  However, it is found that 

illegal extraction of CPRs (firewood, timber, bamboo etc.) is a common phenomenon in the 

rural villages. Thus, the conversion of CPRs into State property had failed to fulfill its 

objective to regulate the commons. At the same time, the empirical evidences from the 

villages showed that the growing tendency of privatization of CPRs had led to an increasing 

inequality in the distribution of natural resources.  
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Hence, as an alternative to both market and State controlled institutional 

arrangements, local level decentralized management of CPRs should be emphasized. In this 

connection, it is noted that the Nyishi tribe had their own system of forest management where 

the age-old traditional institution headed Gaon Burah or head clan member played an 

important role in management of CPRs in terms of resource allocation mechanism, conflict 

resolution between tribes or clans, sanction and enforcement rules. However, much of its 

importance has lost due to modernization and introduction of monetary economy and money 

power. Further, the importance of the age-old traditional institution is at stake due to the 

introduction of village Panchayat system and increasing interference of the State 

functionaries. 

Our theories and experiences based on the case studies show that in many situations, 

though not always co-ordination and leadership problems play a dominant role. When the 

poor households overexploit local resources, they are aware of the ecological impact of their 

actions. It is often because they face acute survival constraints which lead them to discount 

streams of future benefits heavily. They generally need externally provided economic 

incentives to conserve the resources. An external catalytic role by the State via local level 

institutions can play a significant role. Hence, in the context of Arunachal Pradesh, the 

sustainable CPR management is only possible through decentralized management with active 

participation of local stakeholders. The CPRs can never be managed unless the rural 

households are made to feel that they have a say in their matter. 
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1 On the basis of the criterion mentioned above this estimation is done by the scholar from Statistical 
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