
SDC 2018 Annual Meeting Abstracts  

Ramprasad, Vijay; University of Minnesota 

vrampras@umn.edu 

Authors: Vijay Ramprasad, University of Minnesota 

Rajesh Rana, No Institutional Affiliation 

Vijay Guleria, No Institutional Affiliation 

Title: Last of the Rakhas. Institutional trajectories, injustice and conservation 

Van rakhas (rakha) or forest protectors are a relic of the colonial institutional 

structure in Himachal Pradesh, India. Linking government to the community at the local level, 

they performed plantation raising, forest protection, and conservation activities for over a century 

until their abolishment in 2011. This paper examines the trajectories of rakhas in the last thirty 

years along with two contemporaneous institutions – the patwari (village accountant) and the 

lambardar (village headman) – as foil, to highlight the factors that lead to abolishment of the 

rakhas and how these trajectories continue to influence sustainability of forests. Using semi-

structured and focus group interviews within a case study method, and based on archival 

research this paper shows the lack of downward accountability of the government and forest 

department toward rakhas. We show how community-based natural resources conservation 

policy can have unintended negative consequences such as long-term livelihood effects on local 

communities, increased forest vulnerability to fire, and sustainability of future plantations. These 

we find, are a result of the myopia of new forms of environmental governance mechanisms that 

have enabled the government to reconcentrate power within chosen actors at local scales, such as 

the patwari or forest block officer, while abolishing existing institutions such as the rakhas who 

were in a position to exercise a counter power to balance arbitrary government action upwards 

and enforcement of management rules for forest conservation downwards. Based on the findings 

of this research we find that reparation to match the losses and damages faced by rakhas and 

offering of sustained future support as amends to historical injustice is inescapable. The 

continued, but unsuccessful, efforts of the rakhas to gain reparation and support stands in 

contrast with the other two institutions that have successfully crossed over into the government 

as formal institutions making their incomes and livelihoods secure. This study suggests that 

when scholarship addresses questions around how new sustainability policy will alter local level 

institutional sustainability, adds to the richness in local institutional landscape, and 

acknowledges the dualities between formal and informal structures, institutions will become a 

more effective means to advance sustainable development goals.


