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Nepal’s conservation policy options for commercial medicinal plant
harvesting: stakeholder views

Helle Overgaard Larsen, Patrick Delinde Smith and Carsten Smith Olsen

Abstract There is a huge annual trade in Himalayan
medicinal plants but only limited information on their
sustainable use and conservation. The aim of this paper
is to investigate if sustainable commercial medicinal
plant management is promoted by forest policy forma-
tion and implementation in Nepal. Data was obtained
through 175 semi-structured interviews with persons
from five stakeholder groups involved in commercial
alpine medicinal plant exploitation and conservation
in Nepal: harvesters, traders, District Forest Office staff,
staff at departments and ministerial level of the Ministry
of Forests and Soil Conservation, and international
and local NGOs and donors. The emphasis was on
recording respondents’ views on the official mechanisms
regulating harvest of alpine commercial medicinal
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plants. It was found that current approaches to non-
timber forest policy formation and implementation need
to be revised if objectives of conservation and sustainable
management are to be achieved. Identified problems
include exclusion of harvesters from the policy formation
process and widespread agreement among respondents
that current collection permits and bans do not strongly
affect resource utilization.

Keywords Community forestry, forest policy,
Himalaya, Nepal, non-timber forest products,
participation.
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Introduction

For centuries dried medicinal plant products have
passed along market chains from remote Himalayan
mountain areas to Indian wholesalers on the Gangetic
plain (Edwards, 1996; Olsen, 1998). Because of reports of
an increasing demand for Indian plant based medicines
(Lambert et al., 1997), harvest levels are believed to be
unsustainable (Shrestha & Joshi, 1996; Rai et al., 2000).
Although the possibility that increasing market demand
was inducing overexploitation was raised more than 25
years ago (Dobremez, 1976), no macro-scale inventories
have been undertaken and the state of the resource is still
not known for any of the major traded species.

There is no agreement on the potential of
commercial medicinal plant management to contribute

simultaneously to conserving biodiversity and improv-
ing rural livelihoods. Many studies have documented the
importance of non-timber forest products (NTFPs) in
poverty alleviation (Balick & Mendelsohn, 1992; Olsen,
1998) and it has been argued that local people are more
likely to sustainably and optimally manage a resource
that has a high value to them (Plotkin & Famolare, 1992;
Godoy & Bawa, 1993). It has also been argued that
local people are political actors whose involvement is
required in biodiversity conservation and management
(Schwartzman et al., 2000). On the other hand, there are
few documented examples of sustainable NTFP extrac-
tion (Crook & Clapp, 1998) and it may be that local
communities’ changing needs and interests will com-
promise any attempts to establish a sustainable harvest
(Terborgh, 2001).

Assessing the degree of sustainability of commercial
harvesting of Himalayan medicinal plants is complex
and problematic. Throughout the region there seems to
be, however, a belief in the potential of commercial me-
dicinal plants to contribute to both improvement of rural
livelihoods and biodiversity conservation, and a number
of conservation and development projects are being
implemented (Balachander, 2002; Aumeeruddy-Thomas
& Shengji, 2003). On the basis of a survey of stakeholders
involved in medicinal plant harvest, our aim here is to
investigate whether the currently applied forest policy
formation process and choice of policy tools are success-
ful in contributing to achieving national policy objectives
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regarding conservation of medicinal plants and improve-
ment of rural livelihoods. We also discuss proposals to
improve current approaches.

Nepal is a major supplier of many commercial Hima-
layan medicinal plants (Edwards, 1996; Olsen & Larsen,
2003; Table 1). These plants are considered NTFPs and
fall under the jurisdiction of the forest authorities. It is
official policy that NTFPs should contribute to improved
livelihoods while conserving the resource base (HMG,
1988). Nepal has perhaps the most progressive forestry
legislation in the world with respect to local involve-
ment, allowing local communities to take over manage-
ment responsibility for alpine medicinal plant resources,
as in Humla District, for example (Subedi & Binayee,
2000).

As in other Himalayan countries, the state of medicinal
plant resources is unknown (HMG, 2002). Regulation of
harvest and trade takes place through the Forest Act
(HMG, 1993) and Forest Regulations (HMG, 1995). The
Forest Regulations specify that medicinal plants may be
collected from National Forests, including alpine mea-
dows, only after acquiring a collection permit from the
District Forest Office. The collection permit must specify
species, quantities, location and time of harvest. A roy-
alty of around 10% of harvesters’ selling price must be
paid for all marketed medicinal plants, and permits are
necessary for transport out of the district of origin.
Collection of two medicinal plant species (Dactylorhiza
hatagirea (D. Don) Soó. and Neopicrorhiza scrophulariiflora
(Pennell) D.Y. Hong) and unprocessed exportation of
eight others  is banned.

Methods

This study investigates policy decision-making pro-
cesses at formation and implementation stages by using
stakeholder analysis (Grimble & Chan, 1995). Opinions
on official regulation of commercial medicinal plant
harvest held by persons involved in medicinal plant
harvest, trade, and conservation were collected using an

open-ended questionnaire (Appendix). The question-
naire was tested with students (including forest rangers)
and faculty members of the Institute of Forestry,
Pokhara, Nepal. After rephrasing questions where
doubts could arise, the questionnaire was administered
face-to-face with 175 respondents. Thirty-five respon-
dents in each of five stakeholder groups involved in
medicinal plant harvest, trade and conservation were
included. The stakeholder groups were identified on
the basis of a previous paper (Larsen et al., 2000): (1)
harvesters from eight village development committees
(the within-district administrative unit comprising
2,000–15,000 inhabitants) of Gorkha District, (2) local
traders and central wholesalers in Banke, Dang,
Dhading, Gorkha, Kathmandu and Palpa Districts, (3)
District Forest Office staff in Baglung, Dhading, Gorkha,
Kaski, Lamjung, Manang and Myagdi Districts, (4) staff
in various departments and at the ministerial level of the
Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation, and (5) inter-
national and local NGOs and donors with an interest in
medicinal plant exploitation and conservation.

The open-ended questionnaire was administered to
respondents individually as a semi-structured interview
(Kvale, 1996). Selection of respondents was partly based
on information from key informants and snowball
sampling (Rea & Parker, 1997), but given the relatively
large number of respondents we believe we captured all
major opinions. The data was analysed with regards to
the different views held by stakeholders on the official
regulation of the commercial medicinal plant harvest.
Views of course differ among groups and individual
stakeholders, and no one group or individual can be
claimed to hold the ‘correct’ view. Rather, the analysis
focuses on the consequences of views held by individual
groups.

Results

Results are presented as the percentage of respondents
(in total and within groups) holding different opinions
regarding policy formation and implementation
processes (Table 2).

Views on who can influence policy formation

When asked whether they felt they could influence the
formation of non-timber forest policy, with the question
phrased and followed up to include both objective
setting, designation of policy tools and implementation,
all harvesters answered that they had no influence. As
one respondent said ‘How should I go and tell people in
Kathmandu or the DFO about my thinking here in the
village? And why should they listen? They don’t have to
listen to little people’.

Table 1 Statistics for the collection and trade of all Nepalese
medicinal plants and alpine medicinal plants.

Alpine medicinal
All medicinal plants plants (from Olsen

Information (from Olsen, 2005) & Larsen, 2003)

No. of main 32 8+1 fungus and
products exported 1 mineral

Volume of export 14,500 1,619
(tons)

Export value, 16.2 3.4
million USD

No. of collectors 323,000 25,000–35,000
involved
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Central wholesalers in the Terai, the plain at the foot of
the Himalayas bordering India, replied that while they
cannot influence actual policy formation, they can influ-
ence the interpretation of specific rules through their
organization. The district forest officers and rangers said
they can communicate their ideas and observations to the
central authorities where they will be duly taken into
account. Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation staff
felt they could influence the formation of rules through

giving advice to legislators, mostly regarding details on
medicinal plant resources and trade. But some Ministry
respondents were frustrated because they felt their
advice was rarely heeded.

Respondents from local and international NGOs felt
they can influence policy making through seminars,
workshops and participation in joint technical commit-
tees. Influence was also exercised by raising issues in
public debate and presenting success stories from

Table 2 Summary of the views of 175 stakeholders interviewed (see Appendix) about commercial medicinal plant policy formation and
implementation processes in Nepal. All figures are in %.

Issue Harvesters Traders DFO2 MFSC3 NGOs All respondents

Can you influence policy/rules
on medicinal plants?

Yes 0 31 34 49 40 31
No 100 69 66 51 60 69

What is the purpose of collection
permits? Is the purpose achieved?1

Royalty 46 75 52 9 46 45
Yes 46 9 49 9 6 23
No 63 3 40 21
Don’t know 3 1

Monitoring 26 23 77 46 34
Yes 9 3 11 3 5
No 14 20 60 43 27
Don’t know 3 6 2

Permit always required, 20 14 3 8
regardless of follow-up

Yes 20 14 7
No 3 1
Don’t know

Don’t know 54 6 6 13
Do bans protect alpine
medicinal plants?4

Yes 6 9 20 17 17 14
No 71 86 69 71 69 73
Don’t know 23 6 11 11 14 13

Comments on bans:1,5

Immoral due to poverty 4 12 46 12
Bans would be ok 10 75 60 29 34
if they worked
Bans are not empirically 48 40 13 28 25 31
/scientifically based
Bans are irrelevant, 36 50 19
control is impossible
Plants need collection 16 8 5
to regenerate

Should medicinal plant resources
be handled under Community
Forest legislation?4

Yes 14 29 49 91 89 54
No 40 14 43 9 11 23
Don’t know 46 57 9 22

1Categories of answers were defined after analysing all responses.
2District Forest Office staff
3Ministry of Forests and Soil Conservation staff
4Data from Larsen & Smith (2004)
5Comments by respondents who said that bans do not protect alpine medicinal plants; percentages are calculated on the basis of the number
of negative responses.
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projects. Some of the respondents argued that NGO
influence on non-timber forest policy was limited
because in seminars and workshops the same conclu-
sions have been made for years, and little has changed.
An exception was the lifting in February 2001 of the ban
on collection of Cordyceps sinensis, which made some
Ministry and NGO respondents feel their advice had
been taken into account. However, C. sinensis is not at
present being processed in Nepal, and respondents
wondered what rationale the change in rules was based
upon.

Views on collection permits

The purpose of the collection permit is believed by
respondents to be either royalty collection, resource
monitoring, or control over national resources. In prac-
tice application for collection permits takes place after
harvest. After buying the products from harvesters, trad-
ers apply for the permit and pay royalty at the same time.
Harvesters who sell their products to traders outside
their home district never apply for collection or transport
permits. They do not think the District Forest Officer will
grant it to them anyway, so they save their time and
effort.

Half of the respondents believed the permit system
works according to its purpose. Of those who think the
purpose is royalty collection, the harvesters, District For-
est Office and Ministry respondents said that the system
works well, as did the respondents who believed the pur-
pose was the permit in its own right. The latter argue that
for any national natural resource harvested by private
agents there must be a system of permit issuance, regard-
less of whether this is followed up by monitoring. Trad-
ers and NGO respondents who believed the purpose of
permits to be royalty collection said that the system was
not working, with large amounts of medicinal plants
never registered (because of smuggling or bribery of
forestry officials), and therefore much more income from
royalty could be collected. Almost all respondents who
believed the purpose of permits to be monitoring for
sustainable management complained that the data are
not used for anything but royalty collection, and that
collection permits are not issued on the basis of a
resource assessment. Harvesters said that no field moni-
toring was taking place to confirm whether medicinal
plants originate from the area stated in the permit.

Views on the use of collection bans

There was widespread agreement among respondents
that bans do not work to protect medicinal plant
resources, but the reasoning behind this opinion
varied both between and within stakeholder groups.

Thirty-four percent of those who said bans do not work
(mainly District Forest Office and Ministry respondents)
were of the opinion that if bans could be enforced they
would be a good instrument, whereas 19% (harvesters
and traders) said bans are irrelevant as it is simply not
possible for the District Forest Office staff and police to
search every person travelling in the countryside. Minis-
try and NGO respondents viewed harvest to be a result
of poverty and therefore thought bans were undesirable
and that sustainable harvest should be practised instead.
Harvesters reported that many people had stopped col-
lecting banned species out of fear of punishment
although some people still collect. The empirical basis
of bans was questioned by harvesters and traders, who
argued that local plant population data is necessary to
formulate any interventions: ‘No, I don’t understand this
thing about bans. Can big people in Kathmandu see how
many panchaunle [Dactylorhiza hatagirea] we have in our
lekh [alpine pasture area]?’ NGO and Ministry respon-
dents also questioned the scientific approach applied in
selecting medicinal plants to be banned.

In addition to the above arguments, Ministry and
NGO respondents said that bans were objectionable
because of the unintended side effects they produce.
These include higher prices for illegal products leading
to more harvest, and disempowerment of harvesters who
may have felt a responsibility towards the medicinal
plant resource until bans were imposed. According to
harvesters, traders, Ministry and NGO respondents,
another spin-off from bans is illegal rent seeking, i.e.
forest officers who misuse their controlling powers by
demanding bribes from collectors and traders for allow-
ing banned products to pass through controls. Illegal rent
seeking was viewed by NGO respondents as a serious
offence endangering the sustainable management of
the medicinal plant resource as well as a violation of the
basic rights of harvesters and traders. Traders and Minis-
try respondents took a more pragmatic position, saying
that illegal rent seeking is inherent in the political system,
occuring on all levels of the hierarchy, and that punishing
forest officers won’t solve the problem. For traders the
‘additional royalty’ was seen as an investment to make
procedures run smoothly, including for those items that
are not strictly legal, e.g. export of banned products, and
the payment is not considered a major problem.

Views on best management of the medicinal plant
resource base

When asked who should be responsible for any future
management of the medicinal plant resource, many
harvesters were confused because there is no one in the
alpine pastures but them. Suggestions that District Forest
Office staff could initiate better regulation of harvest
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were met with wonder: ‘The DFO does not come here, he
came when the forest was handed over but that was
years ago. I don’t think he knows jaributi [medicinal
plants] and I don’t think he would come to the lekh. Even
villagers can only go there if they are strong.’ Most NGO
respondents, some traders and Ministry respondents
echoed this opinion and felt local harvesters should have
some if not all the management responsibility. However,
District Forest Office respondents distrusted harvesters
and expressed reservations about hand over of control:
‘Community forest hand-over in high altitudes is pos-
sible, but it is not a good idea. Those areas should be
protected, if they are given to someone up there they will
finish the jaributi due to greed.’

Fifty-four percent of the respondents found handing
over the medicinal plant resource under the community
forestry scheme a good idea. Arguments in favour
ranged from believing it is the right of harvesters to
manage their own resources (some Ministry and NGO
respondents), to the more pragmatic view expressed by
many respondents that regardless of official rights the
harvesters are currently the actual managers and so the
resource may as well be handed over to provide them
with incentives for proper management. Twenty-three
percent of the respondents did not think handing over is
desirable. Some of these believed it is not legally pos-
sible. They argue that: (1) the official purpose of commu-
nity forestry is to fulfil basic needs and is not for profit
generation, (2) community forestry must include trees,
and/or (3) an area handed over under the community
forestry scheme must be subject to active management,
and harvest alone cannot meet that demand. Opinions
also differed as to whether harvesters are capable of
managing the resource sustainably; those respondents in
favour of medicinal plants in community forestry gener-
ally believed that if not available at present, such skills
can be acquired through proper training.

Not only the District Forest Office respondents but also
harvesters and traders were wary of applying the com-
munity forestry scheme to medicinal plants. Harvesters
felt the resource is theirs now, and therefore they did
not wish to go to the trouble of being involved with
the District Forest Officer. As for the potential benefits
from royalties accruing to the community instead of the
District Forest Office, the harvesters doubted they could
collect royalty from traders. Traders are not familiar
with the community forestry legislation. They said that
empowering the harvesters sounds like a good idea but
doubt whether the District Forest Officer will willingly
give away a source of power.

Apart from concerns over harvesters’ management
capabilities, regardless of being against or in favour of
medicinal plants in community forestry, many NGO,
District Forest Office and Ministry respondents felt that

alpine areas are fundamentally different from areas
where community forestry is normally implemented.
Their main reservations were: (1) monitoring of alpine
resources by local people is not possible as people live far
from it, and without monitoring there cannot be manage-
ment, (2) the resource is presently subject to open access,
so who should it be handed over to, and (3) it is too
remote for the District Forest Office staff to go there for
inventory and supervision, as required for community
forests.

Discussion

The current policy process does not work

This study shows that the current policy process for non-
timber forest products is not working. In particular,
many stakeholders felt they have no influence on policy
making, with serious consequences for the legitimacy of
the policy. The survey also indicates that there is little
shared understanding of the objectives of non-timber
forest policy in the Nepalese forest administration. Most
District Forest Office staff believed the purpose of collec-
tion permits to be royalty collection rather than resource
monitoring, as envisioned by Ministry of Forests and Soil
Conservation staff. This lack of consistency undermines
the ability to implement sustainable medicinal plant
management because it means that permit allocation has
no connection to resource status.

Another administrative obstacle is the persistent prob-
lem of rent seeking. It will be difficult to gain harvesters’
acceptance of rules as long as forest officers extract illegal
rents. Explicitly involving the public in policy making
could reduce rent seeking. For example, NGO respon-
dents reported that their presence in a district reduces
illegal rent extraction.

If degradation of commercially harvested medicinal
plants is occurring, and if no changes in the regulatory
approach are made, the decline is likely to continue. If
resource degradation is not currently occurring, how-
ever, the purpose of rules that limit harvesters’ choice of
livelihood strategies can be questioned. The present situ-
ation is not optimal for conservation or development of
medicinal plant resources.

One way forward

The current central control of medicinal plant conserva-
tion and development is not working. A more realistic
strategy would be to give harvesters a stake in the future
of the resource and access to participate in policy forma-
tion and implementation. The non-timber forest policy
could explicitly recognize that local harvesters have the
right to manage medicinal plant resources. The incorpo-
ration of alpine medicinal plants within the community
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forestry programme could be actively addressed by
formulating specific operational guidelines. National
collection bans could be replaced by local rules formu-
lated on the basis of local plant population data, but this
would require data collection by local forest officers in a
way that is not presently done. Furthermore, given the
limited trust that forest officers have in the local people,
hand over under any new regulations could be slow
because of resistance by officials who fear the loss of
authoritarian forest management practices.

Officially endorsed community medicinal plant man-
agement may suffer the same problems experienced in
the community forestry programme related to intra-
community distribution of decision making and benefits.
Official endorsement may transfer control to local elites
(Malla et al., 2003) enabling them to capture valuable
resources. In the case of alpine medicinal plants, the large
distance from the village to the resource, together with
the physically hard nature of harvest, may be what
ensures that present harvesters are not excluded from
resource exploitation by wealthier groups. Commercial
medicinal plant harvesting is not a prestigious activity
(Larsen & Smith, 2004), and the likelihood of exclusion
is not great, but problems of benefit sharing may arise
when the whole community is entitled to a share as
compared to the situation now where the individual
harvester sells his product without paying any fees.
Avoiding or resolving these issues will require special
rules for local benefit sharing and decision making. As
was the case for hand over of community forestry, the
service of outside facilitators could be of significant assis-
tance in the creation of equitable community medicinal
plant management.

Conclusions

If the Nepalese forest policy objective of sustainable
management of commercial medicinal plant resources is
to be achieved, the current approaches to policy forma-
tion and implementation need to be changed. The
present path leads neither to sustainable livelihoods for
harvesters, nor to sustainable medicinal resource man-
agement. Most stakeholders involved in commercial
harvest and conservation of alpine medicinal plants in
Nepal considered the current official regulation to be
inefficient in terms of resource monitoring, management
and protection of threatened species. Given the
unfeasibility and undesirability of militant control, it
seems that increased participation of local harvesters in
management is indispensable for a sustainable solution.

More than half of the interviewed stakeholders found
the concept of community management useful for
medicinal plants. A potential benefit, in addition to
empowerment and increased transparency, of formal

local management is that the sense of ownership may
generate an increased concern among harvesters for con-
servation. As a result they may search for the sustainable
balance between conservation and use of medicinal
plants and in so doing achieve the medicinal plant man-
agement outcomes that have eluded the collection ban
and permit policies. There is already some experiences of
this, e.g. researchers working together with local people
in Dolpa and Humla Districts to examine the effect of
collection on medicinal plant populations (Subedi &
Binayee, 2000; Lama et al., 2001), and the challenge for
policy makers and administrative staff will be to start
relying on the capabilities of rural harvesters.

Forestry that takes into account the aspirations and
needs of local people has been pursued in Nepal for more
than 25 years but this study has shown that significant
changes in approach are still required to promote conser-
vation and sustainable management of non-timber forest
resources. It will be an even larger challenge to promote
conservation and sustainable use of non-timber forest
products in countries with less experience of involving
local people in forest policies. In Nepal there are as yet
no signs that the present regulations will be changed
with respect to further involvement of harvesters in
policy making and management. There is, however,
increasing official emphasis on promoting non-timber
forest products such as medicinal plants, especially for
poverty alleviation.
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