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CHUNOTI CO-MANAGEMENT COMMITTEE

Bangladesh

PROJECT SUMMARY

KEY FACTS

Chunoti Co-Management Committee (CMC) protects the
once-degraded Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary through the
coordination of volunteer patrols and reinvestment of
ecotourism revenues into conservation activities. Illegal
logging and unsustainable resource extraction were
threatening the Chunoti forest, until the community
mobilized and advocated for a protected area comanagement arrangement with the government. Womenled community patrol groups now monitor the forest to
prevent illegal logging and poaching.

EQUATOR PRIZE WINNER: 2012
FOUNDED: 2004
LOCATION: Chittagong Division
BENEFICIARIES: Approximately 9,400 households
BIODIVERSITY: 7,764-hectare Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary

Forest conservation has revived resident populations of
Asian elephants and bird species. An ecotourism enterprise
has created jobs and offers a revenue stream to fund
investment in community infrastructure projects. Local
women have also been supported to start small-scale
businesses. The Chunoti co-management model has been
replicated across Bangladesh, and has resulted in official
recognition by the national government of the need to
include communities in protected area decision-making.
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Background and Context

A sanctuary and elephant migration corridor

cultivation and destroyed by illegal logging and poor management.
A lack of alternative, more sustainable livelihoods has driven much of
this degradation. There are 15 villages, comprised of 70 settlements,
located in the immediate buffer zone of the wildlife sanctuary.
Within these settlements, more than one-third of the population
is unemployed, and those who find seasonal work as agricultural
labourers are typically employed for only six months of each year.

The Chunoti (also written as “Chunati”) Wildlife Sanctuary, located
70 km south of Chittagong City in Bangladesh, was established as
a protected area in 1986. The 7,764-hectare sanctuary originally
supported mixed tropical evergreen and semi-evergreen forests. The
area has gradually been degraded, however, and now contains mainly
secondary growth, scrub and extensive areas of sungrass (Imperata
cylindrical, a perennial grass that is harvested as a non-timber forest
product). Additionally, a large part of the surrounding landscape has
been converted to plantation land, using non-endemic tree species.
Despite this degradation, the sanctuary still plays a significant role in
supporting local biodiversity, housing 19 mammal and 53 bird species,
including the red-breasted parakeet (Psittacula alexandri), as well
as a range of amphibian, reptile and plant species. Importantly, the
sanctuary serves as a corridor for Asian elephants migrating between
Bangladesh and Myanmar.

Initiating co-management
By 2004, when Chunoti Co-Management Committee (CMC) began
its work, the forest had been clear-cut and reduced to low grasslands
with a few scattered trees. Sanctuary grasses were burned regularly,
preventing natural regeneration of the forest. Despite the severity
of the situation, and the rapid pace of environmental decline, local
reliance on the forest for jobs and incomes translated to widespread
opposition to conservation efforts. The situation demanded a solution
that would serve to protect the integrity of the sanctuary while
acknowledging and meeting the livelihood and subsistence needs of
local communities.

Pressures on the sanctuary
Around 9,400 households – a population of more than 50,000 people
– depend on the natural resources of the Chunoti forest to a large
extent for their livelihoods and food security. This dependence has put
enormous pressure on the forest and has resulted in unsustainable
exploitation of both timber and non-timber forest products. Since
its establishment, the ecological integrity of the sanctuary has been
threatened by the encroachment of human settlements. Slash-andburn agriculture is common, as is unregulated extraction of forest
resources to meet food and livelihood needs. Because Chunoti Wildlife
Sanctuary is located in such close proximity to Chittagong City, several
brick kiln factories have been constructed on or near its borders to
service construction supply needs in the city. These factories use
wood from the forest to fire their kilns, creating an additional driver of
deforestation and biodiversity loss. Large-scale land conversion and
timber poaching have been additional challenges. The forest within
and around the sanctuary was significantly degraded during the 1980s
and 1990s, as many low-lying areas in valleys were converted for rice

In the early 2000s, local communities living adjacent to the sanctuary
began to work in cooperation with the Forest Department to
promote co-management of the protected area. The process began
quite organically, with the committee forming through community
meetings and discussions and developing into an official CoManagement Committee in 2004-5. The Committee was formed
under the USAID Nishorgo Support Project (NSP), which works in
Bangladesh to enhance protected area stewardship through comanagement arrangements. NSP provided technical support to the
Committee from 2004 to 2008. From 2008 to present, the Chunoti CoManagement Committee has been run with reduced support under a
complementary initiative – the USAID Integrated Protected Area CoManagement (IPAC) project – which has provided technical advisory
services and other support over a five-year period (2008-13) to the
government agencies responsible for the conservation of protected
forests across Bangladesh. IPAC is implemented in cooperation
4

with the Ministry of Environment and Forests and the Ministry of
Fisheries and Livestock through a consortium of partners led by the
International Resources Group (IRG).

organizational considerations and resource governance issues that
have broader implications for management of the area. In this way,
decisions taken at both the local level and at the landscape level can
be directly influenced by local constituents.

This combination of community-based action and international
support has effected a dramatic change in the way protected area
management is perceived in Bangladesh. Chunoti Co-Management
Committee was founded with the main goal of conserving the
Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary and its surrounding areas. The chosen
approach was collaborative management of natural resources by the
local communities, with government agencies acting in a supporting
role. The committee was a pioneer of the community-based natural
resource management model in Bangladesh, breaking new ground
for community forest and resource governance in the country. The
success of Chunoti Co-Management Committee in meeting local
livelihood needs while also conserving and restoring nature led to
a government order in November 2009 that recognizes and creates
legal space for local community participation in the management of
protected areas in Bangladesh. The co-management mechanism has
since been expanded to all other protected areas in the country.

The relatively elaborate governance structure adopted – including
both a co-management committee and a council – ensures
representation from nineteen different stakeholder groups, including
the village conservation forums and people’s forums. The council
comprises sixty-five members appointed from village conservation
forums, people’s forums, and local government offices. At least
twenty-two of these council members – namely, one-third of the
council – must be people’s forum members. The primary function and
purview of the council is making operational decisions concerning
the management of Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary.
Chunoti Co-Management Committee, meanwhile, consists of twentynine democratically elected members. These elections are open to
community members from VCFs, people’s forums, community patrol
groups, local government, and the project’s Nishorgo Shahayaks
(trained community facilitators.) Although indigenous groups are not
represented in VCFs – as they technically reside outside “the landscape
zone” or village catchment area – one man and one woman from each
of the local Rakhaine and Marma ethnic groups are represented on
Chunoti Co-Management Committee. The initiative has plans to more
formally incorporate indigenous lands in the future. The committee
functions with donor support, as well as roughly 50 per cent of the
revenue collected from Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary entrance fees.

Governance and institutional structure
Co-management has demanded the development of a governance
framework in which community members actively participate in
decision-making and in the management of Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary.
This participatory governance imperative has been accomplished
through the formation and election of a co-management committee
and council, village conservation forums, and people’s forums.

During the initial implementation period of Chunoti Co-Management
Committee, relations between the Forest Department and community
members were strained. The series of inaugural meetings would
often break down due to lack of agreement and strong differences of
opinion on the governance structure and process for taking decisions.
This early discordance proved to be a short-lived (and perhaps
necessary) stage in the process of introducing a new approach, and
Chunoti Co-Management Committee now functions with a high level
of cooperation and mutual respect between its members. Importantly,
the committee is also now widely appreciated at the community level
as a platform for positive change.

Village conservation forums (VCFs) have been established for all
of the forest and wetland-dependent communities living around
Chunoti Wildlife Sanctuary. There are currently 60 VCFs that channel
the collective interests of 48,913 people. The specific rules and
regulations of each forum vary, but the principles of accountability,
transparency and full participation are standardized. The VCFs feed
into two people’s forums, where each village is represented by one
man and one woman. Where VCFs address the concerns and needs
of individual villages – and, therefore, the management of natural
resources in that particular area – the people’s forums address larger
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Map 1: Map of Bangladesh showing reserve forest, protected areas etc.
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Key Activities and Innovations

end, a group of eco-guides has been trained and an “eco-cottage”
constructed on the edge of the sanctuary. In addition, a CoManagement Nature Interpretation Centre, run by the committee,
now sits at the heart of Chunoti Forest. The intention is to attract
visitors interested in learning more about the forest and its
biodiversity and to provide the community with a higher level of
environmental education and ownership. Currently, entrance fees
are collected from visitors to the sanctuary, 50 per cent of which
is allocated for the operational costs of Chunoti Co-Management
Committee. The other 50 per cent is put towards forest conservation
activities. A plan has been put in place to govern the use of these
funds with specific conditions to ensure that revenues do not go
directly to individuals.

The project aims to foster successful co-management of Chunoti
Wildlife Sanctuary by the Forest Department in tandem with
resident local communities. The overall objective is the conservation
and regeneration of the local forest and surrounding ecosystems.
Community patrol groups have been set up jointly with the Forest
Department to ensure adherence with established forest rules and
regulations. The patrols are designed to prevent and discourage
illegal logging and wildlife poaching. Patrol teams are often
comprised of women and poorer members of the community,
who receive a stipend of USD 50 for joining the program. While
the stipend provides an incentive for participation, the patrols
are essentially volunteer-run. The collective results of Chunoti
Co-Management Committee activities have been improvements
in environmental health – including the return of elephants and
certain bird species to the sanctuary – and local wellbeing.

An innovative partnership with the government is also providing
sustainable livelihood options for the local population. Chunoti CoManagement Committee worked with relevant authorities to enact
a “social forestation law”. Under this law, the community is allowed to
plant fast-growing, short-rotation trees (those that reach maturity
in eight to ten years) in the buffer zone surrounding the protected
area. Planting and harvesting take place within designated areas,
with the community holding responsibility for replanting the sites
after the harvest. This rotational planting provides the community
with a source of income, timber and building material, while
also leaving the old growth forest untouched. The revenue from
community timber harvests is shared between the government and
the local communities. Initially, 45 per cent went to participating
community members, 45 per cent to the government, and 10 per
cent to a tree-planting fund; a recent amendment to the scheme,
however, now has 75 per cent of the revenue generated going to
participating communities. As a complement to this sustainable
forestry intervention, high-efficiency cooking stoves have been
distributed to households surrounding the sanctuary. In addition
to reducing indoor pollution, and by extension mitigating the
negative health impacts of smoke inhalation, the stoves reduce the
amount of firewood needed for cooking.

Alternative livelihood options
Chunoti Co-Management Committee maintains a commitment to
providing the local population with vocational training and access
to alternative livelihoods as a means of reducing local dependence
on the wildlife sanctuary or, more specifically, to reduce
overexploitation and unsustainable harvesting of natural resources
in the sanctuary. Among the project activities in this area has been
support in the development of market supply-chains that ensure
fair prices and reliable demand for local products. In this regard,
the committee helped facilitate a Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) that links local fishermen and artisans with national buyers in
the fisheries and handicrafts sectors. As a complement to this new
market supply-chain, community members were provided with
training in bamboo craft-making, fish farming, the management of
tree nurseries, and basket-weaving.
The committee is currently working with the government to
promote ecotourism as an additional revenue stream to improve
local incomes and fund ongoing conservation activities. To this
7

Building local management capacity
The most innovative aspect of this initiative is that a platform has
been created through which local communities can work on an
equal footing with government authorities in the management
of their forests and natural resources. Co-management, however,
has required a great deal of investment in community capacity
building, particularly on the management side. The history of
tension between local practitioners and the government has also
required an investment of time in conflict resolution, building trust
and fostering cooperation.

Local capacity building has taken place in a number of formats. As
one example, seven forest conservation clubs have been formed to
engage local youth in biodiversity conservation and environmental
stewardship activities. Village facilitators (known as Nishorgo
Shahayaks) have also been trained as outreach extension officers,
educating the local population about ecosystem health, forest
conservation, climate change, and the rights of forest-dependent
communities.

“In my experience working in protected area co-management, three major threats are: a lack
of any sense of ownership among communities in and around protected areas; the dependence
of ultra-poor people on these areas for their basic livelihoods; and corruption in the authorities
responsible for protected area management.”
Mr. Anwar Kamal, Chunoti Co-Management Committee
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Impacts

BIODIVERSITY IMPACTS

included in the study indicates how degraded the Chunoti forest
was shortly after the formation of the co-management committee.
It is widely acknowledged that the wildlife reserve has successfully
adapted to the co-management mechanism, and that the area
would be devastated today had the project not been implemented.

The activities undertaken by Chunoti Co-Management Committee
since 2004 have combined to reduce the burden on the Chunoti
Wildlife Sanctuary from surrounding communities through a
combination of monitoring, alternative livelihoods, community
educational outreach, and advocacy. While the Community Patrol
Groups have not completely stopped illegal logging in the sanctuary
area, their work has resulted in a considerable reduction of timber
poaching, while the provision of improved wood stoves has helped
to tackle the problem on the demand side, by reducing the volume
of firewood required by local households.

SOCIOECONOMIC IMPACTS
Involvement in co-management of their local environment and
natural resources has empowered the Chunoti communities by
allowing them to actively participate in making and implementing
decisions that directly affect their livelihoods. Moreover, formal
involvement of the community in the management of Chunoti
Wildlife Sanctuary has given legitimacy and recognition to their
local knowledge base and has afforded community members the
opportunity to learn about the policies and laws that affect them. By
involving VCFs in a range of governance and volunteer activities, the
initiative has encouraged responsible citizenship and increased the
resilience and unity of the communities it serves.

The initiative has successfully addressed the larger environmental
impacts of the brick-making industry, which had sited five brick
kiln operations on the eastern side of the sanctuary. In each case,
this location was chosen because of the immediate availability
of ‘free’ wood from the forest. After a protracted struggle, the comanagement committee was able to ensure the departure of
the kilns that were located directly within the sanctuary, and has
reduced the fuel-wood extraction of those that remain (illegally) in
the buffer. This has been a long-standing challenge, and one only
overcome through persistent personal and political efforts by the
committee members.

The social empowerment of the communities involved is directly
linked to their economic empowerment, and the co-management
committee has done a great deal to improve the economic
circumstances of the most vulnerable community members and
the community as a whole. Efforts to diversify income sources have
included providing training and investments to assist community
members in developing more sustainable and resilient income
sources. Extra income from such schemes has been used to pay for
education and better nutrition for family members.

Biodiversity benefits have resulted from the conservation work
undertaken in and around the sanctuary, with observed increases
in sightings of birds and elephants within the sanctuary. Understory
forest growth has increased, and migratory elephants are spending
a greater portion of their time within the sanctuary, and finding
sufficient food there when they do. A study of the prevalence of Red
Junglefowl (Gallus gallus) and Puff-throated Babbler (Pellorneum
ruficeps) across five Bangladeshi protected areas demonstrates that
population sizes of both these species recovered between 2005 and
2008 (see Figures 1 & 2), as co-management experiments in each of
the sites took hold. The very low numbers of Puff-throated Babblers
in Chunoti in 2005 in comparison with the other protected areas

Empowerment of women
The lot of women in particular has been improved a great deal by the
work of the initiative – a considerable achievement in a religiously
conservative region, where women’s participation in decision-
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making processes is not the norm. Women in the region are largely
uneducated and homebound, with their roles limited by tradition.
The empowerment of female community members through the
creation of women-led community patrol groups, which patrol
the forest alongside a forest guard a few times a week, has been
recognized in international media (‘‘Sari squad’ protects Bangladesh
wildlife sanctuary’; CNN, March 7, 2011), and women are now taking
an active role in protecting the wildlife sanctuary. In addition to the
patrol groups, the co-management committee supports women
in entrepreneurial ventures and encourages their participation in
the “social forestation” initiative and handicrafts training. Female
Nishorgo Shahayaks have been trained to act as conservation
advocates within their communities. Many women community
patrol group members have used their volunteer stipends to
purchase cows which provide milk for consumption and sale.

At the local scale, the co-management model affords the area’s
local communities the opportunity to influence local management
policies through ongoing dialogue with local and national Forest
Department representatives; the co-management committee
has made formal recommendations for the improvement of the
governance arrangement through this route. The experience of
Chunoti and other CMCs involved in the Nishorgo Support Project
has demonstrated that this dialogue between communities and
government officials is a necessary component of developing more
democratic and equitable resource management arrangements.
The highly participatory governance model employed by the
Chunoti initiative has emerged organically as an expression of this
relationship, and acts as a case study for similar co-management
arrangements across Bangladesh.

In total, 424 patrol group members have received support to
improve their incomes, and as a result many of them have moved
out of poverty and begun sending their children to school. As a
result of Chunoti Co-Management Committee’s activities, significant
improvements in local governance have been seen, with far greater
participation of women, youth, and poor community members in
environmental governance and landscape development issues.

POLICY IMPACTS
Chunoti Co-Management Committee is a pioneer in its field within
Bangladesh, and, along with the success of other CMCs established in
protected areas such as Lawachara National Park, Satchori National
Park, Rema-Kalenga Wildlife Sanctuary, and Teknaf Game Reserve,
lessons learned from its implementation have directly influenced
government policies regarding protected area management.
The issuing of a Government Order in November 2009 formally
recognized the participation of local communities in the decisionmaking processes surrounding the management of protected areas.
The National Park Fee-sharing Order, also enacted in 2009, ensured
that local communities in and around forested protected areas
would receive 50 per cent of entrance fees collected by management
authorities. Finally, the Social Forestry Rule of January 2010
mandated an increase in the proportion derived by communities
from plantations they collectively manage in forested land to 75
per cent of total income, as a direct result of the “social forestation”
experiment conducted in the buffer area of Chunoti Wildlife Reserve.

“If communities are engaged in protected area management and resource conservation with
honesty and integrity, they will react accordingly. If the process is dishonest or
corrupt it won’t succeed.”
Mr. Anwar Kamal, Chunoti Co-Management Committee
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Fig. 1: The status of Red Junglefowl at five Protected Area sites (2005-8)
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Fig. 2: The status of Puff-throated Babbler (Pellorneum ruficeps) at five Protected Area sites (2005-8)
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Source: Khan, M.M.H. 2008. Participatory Bird Survey to Assess Protected Area Management Impacts: Final Year Report. Dhaka: Nature Conservation Management (NACOM) and Nishorgo Support Project of the Forest Department.
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Sustainability and Replication

SUSTAINABILITY

project with the aim of replicating this conservation management
approach throughout the country over the next five years. Following
the example of Chunoti, there are now over 35 co-management
committees working in protected areas across Bangladesh, as well as
many more operating in partnership with other donor organizations.

For ecological transformation and social change to be sustained
over time, there must be an accepted and viable social structure
that can manage and deploy resources in the interests of a broadbased group of stakeholders. Chunoti Co-Management Committee
has made excellent progress towards assuring the sustainability
of its work through the development of its inclusive governance
structure, which represents the needs and interests of a diverse
range of stakeholders. The committee is now widely viewed as the
legitimate voice of those living and working in the sanctuary and
surrounding region.

As an early adopter of the model, Chunoti Co-Management Committee
serves as a model for more recently established committees in
the network, and has played an important role in inspiring a
paradigm shift in protected area management in Bangladesh,
from enforcement-based conservation to co-management with
local communities. The Chunoti example has been a leader in this
evolution, proving the effectiveness of co-management first to its
own members and communities and latterly to stakeholders across
Bangladesh. It has served as a case study in particular thanks to the
high level of environmental degradation that has been reversed,
as well as the conflict between communities and government
officials that characterized its beginnings. Based on the experience
of overcoming both of these challenges, the Chunoti initiative has
much to share with other committees. The committee has hosted
site visits from newer CMCs in order to exchange knowledge, and
took part in a Co-Management Committee Congress in 2006 in
which it shared its good practices. The committee has also become a
leader within the many civil society protected area co-management
networks that have emerged around the country in the wake of the
NSP and IPAC project.

Although the formation of Chunoti Co-Management Committee
was catalysed by the Nishorgo Support Project (NSP), it has grown
to become an autonomous organization that is fully “owned” by
its constituent VCFs, and which works with an increasing array of
partners. As a pilot initiative, NSP support was regular and intensive,
but as the initiative has developed and transferred to partnership
with USAID’s IPAC project, donor involvement has intentionally
become less regular and low-level. The Co-Management Committee’s
income from sanctuary revenue gives it a degree of independence
and sustainability, although these funds are not sufficient to manage
the entire area. The initiative remains a donor-supported project,
therefore.

REPLICATION

Chunoti has also been at the forefront of new and emerging
developments in this field. The committee recently facilitated climate
change vulnerability assessments – as well as the development of
action plans based on these – in all of the villages in the Chunoti
landscape. This is currently informing the development of a
landscape-level plan that will be used to leverage government and
donor support to face the emerging challenges posed by climate
change.

The model of co-management that has been implemented
successfully in Chunoti is now being implemented throughout
Bangladesh. The success of Chunoti and other pilot sites provided
encouragement to the Bangladeshi government, USAID, and
other donor organizations to dramatically increase the scope of
the project. In 2008, USAID launched the USD 13 million IPAC
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PARTNERS

After witnessing the success of Chunoti Co-Management
Committee, the German Society for International Cooperation
(GIZ) has contributed funds to the initiative, specifically to support
the creation of alternative income generation options for the
community patrol group members.

Chunoti Co-Management Committee was established under the
USAID Nishorgo Support Project and is currently developing with
support from USAID’s Integrated Protected Area Co-Management
(IPAC) project. The IPAC project is implemented in collaboration
with the Government of Bangladesh’s Ministry of Environment and
Forests and Ministry of Fisheries and Livestock.

“For poor protected area-dependent communities to stop destroying natural resources for
their livelihoods, they must have the chance to ensure basic alternative livelihoods. However,
challenging age-old livelihood practices is no easy task. Motivation and awareness can help
enlighten communities but nothing should be imposed on them. Communities should lead the
planning and work, with only facilitation from external groups.”
Mr. Anwar Kamal, Chunoti Co-Management Committee
13
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