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The Fight to Save the Bela

Indus were known for their thick forests. Annual surges from

the Indus River flooded the banks and these forests boasted a
variety of trees and vegetation, primarily the Babul, Bahan, Lai and
Kandi trees. Local communities lovingly called the forests “Bela,”
searching within its richness for sustenance and livelihood.

O nce, not so long ago, the plains on either banks of the River

The Bela still exists but today its condition is considerably poorer. Its
rich expanse has been thinned by decline in freshwater flows, a
lowering of the water table, and excessive logging, among other
reasons. Once the Bela supported numerous communities. Its
abundant supply of Babul was a rich and cheap source of fuel and
fodder. Others used the forest cover to produce honey, and tree gum
was gathered for domestic use and sale. That the Bela survive and
thrive is essential both for nature and for the communities who live
under its protective wing. For decades, lack of good policy, abuse of
natural resources and a range of intrusive actions have devastated the
area's natural resources.

There is hope, however. A Jocal organization that stepped up to the
plate and began to rehabilitate Khebrani forest, has been so effective,
it has had a domino effect on local communities as well. Since this
organization - the Indus Development Organization, or DO — began its
work, many other projects have been launched to preserve the Bela.

IDO's success on ground is an example of what can be achieved if a
holistic approach is adopted, and if local communities participate in
preserving the richness of the natural resources they can access. Their
work proved the right approach could mobilize community pride and
action, improve livelihoods, and protect the forest. This is the story of
their success, and of the hurdles they faced along the way.

The Bela's troubles were multifold. For one, flood plain inundation had
dramatically reduced due to a decline in freshwater flows. Hundreds of
tube wells drilled into the ground to feed Jocal agriculture had lowered
the water table. Seasonal flooding had reduced. These problems were
compounded by issues of water scarcity, excessive logging, poor
management and impractical forest policies.

|DO first started its work in Khebrani forest in 2005. They began by
replanting the riverside forests in District Matyari. Working with
communities they were able to draw in villagers, who formed the bulk
of the community based organizations. These organizations worked as
watchdogs to prevent illegal logging and protect the resources of the
forest area. Their work caught the attention of the print and electronic
media. As a result the sindh Forest Department signed a Memorandum
of Understanding, or MoU, with them and handed over selected areas
of Raees Mureed and Khebrani forests over to them for re-planting,
and hence, conservation.

Since then other organizations have lent the project support. WWEF-P’s
partnership Fund launched “Forest Protection through Forest
Protection Committees,” a project in two other areas each of the Raees
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Mureed and Khebrani forests. Here, the community has been drawn in
to protect some 12,000 acres of forest. Thousands of villagers
participated in this effort and also succeeded in replanting an
additional 1,000 acres with Babul, Lai, and Kikar trees.

Community involvement was always the driving factor in IDO's
approach. They established mostly-volunteer Forest Protection
Committees from five villages in both forests. The committees
appointed eco-guards not only to prevent illegal logging, but also
hunting in the forest. The common goal of protecting the Bela from the
timber mafia has established a bond of mutual trust between the IDO
and the villagers.

The villagers also needed a sustainable incentive to protect the forests.
The answer came in their search for livelihoods. Most of the area
population survives on small-scale agriculture but livestock rearing
forms an integral part of their livelihood. The devastated forests could
no longer provide cheap fodder for their livestock. Over the years the
numbers of livestock reared, reduced dramatically. An additional
source of income was lost, and this also impacted the supply of
domestic milk and dairy products.

Since IDO began its work, local communities have returned to livestock
rearing, and there are now about 100,000 livestock in the area. Some
forest areas are once again able to provide fuel and fodder to these
communities. Reviving a traditional practice, some families have also
set up livestock pens within the forest. The droppings of the grazing
cattle, goats and sheep serve as a natural fertilizer and help the forest
grow. Local lore holds that Babul seeds that have passed through the
digestive system of goats germinate readily and the wood from such a
tree is resistant to termite attack.

But little real change can take place if effective policies are not in place.





