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Executive Summary 
This report, commissioned by the Sustainable Land Management Project (SLMP), aims to 
document the experiences of key stakeholders with participatory approaches for sustainable 
land management (SLM) in Bhutan. SLMP is a project funded by the Global Environmental 
Facility (GEF) through the World Bank (WB), with matching-funding from DANIDA and 
cost sharing by the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB). SLMP is designed and 
implemented as a community-based project in which the raising of awareness, planning, 
implementation and monitoring and evaluation are done in a participatory manner, 
following a bottom-up approach. In its first phase, SLMP developed participatory approaches 
for SLM in 3 pilot geogs, consisting of 47 villages. After testing and fine-tuning in this pilot 
phase, SMLP has rolled out its approaches to another 6 geogs, reaching 133 chiogs in 9 
geogs in total. These approaches are intended to involve, engage and empower local 
communities in their continuous efforts to improve their livelihoods and food production, 
while at the same time enhance ecosystem functioning, the inter-related goal of SLM. 
 
Chapter one, introduces the objectives and use of participatory approaches within SLMP in 
Bhutan. From SLMP’s inception it was decided, already in the project design phase, that 
participation at the most decentralised administrative level was considered essential and key 
for the project to be able to succeed. Commitment and ownership of small-scale land users 
to start and continue SLM interventions is seen as a critical element for the sustainability of 
SLM, even after the termination of the project. This report documents our learning, based on 
the feedback from our key stakeholders: small-scale land users, local level administration 
and extension staff, and SLM specialists working at village and geog level. The report also 
reflects our internal learning, reviews and assessment of the project approaches and 
necessary adjustments over time.  
 
Participatory approaches are embedded within SLMP in the participatory SLM Action Planning 
(SLM AP) methodology, acknowledging and building on local knowledge. SLM is a 
knowledge-based concept, starting from the principle that cultivation of cropland and 
management of natural resources at large, needs to undergo a transition towards more 
sustainable practices, safeguarding production potential of soils for present and future 
generations, enhancing food self-sufficiency and livelihoods and improving ecosystem 
functioning. Ideally participation and participatory processes are examples of open two-way 
communication, in which land user and project staff are both open to listen, understand and 
compromise, based on mutual respect and willingness to adapt, rather than one-way 
persuasion. Participatory approaches are not limited to community members as critical 
stakeholders, but include all stakeholders, with different roles and responsibilities at 
decentralised and central level. Participatory approaches within SLMP are seen as a 
continuous and iterative process throughout the project cycle. Starting with initial 
consultation and involvement of stakeholders during project formulation and inception, to 
awareness raising and mobilisation, followed by planning, capacity building and 
implementation and continued during implementation and ultimately with monitoring and 
evaluation. The objective of SLMP is to reach a higher level of participation of the 
communities involved by arranging regular consultations for planning, implementation and 
monitoring. 
 
Chapter two outlines the methodologies used to properly document and assess the 
participatory approaches SLMP has developed, tested and rolled out over the last 5 years. 
Literature was consulted consisting of a series of reports, studies, project documents and 
internal progress documentation of the Project Management Team (PMT), combined with 
general literature sources referring to participatory approaches.  
 
In every SLMP geog, focus group discussions (FGD) were organised to gather the feedback 
from key stakeholders on their experiences, appreciation and comments, and their views on 
constraints and opportunities related to participatory approaches used for SLM. In total 209 
people were interviewed with the help of a formal questionnaire. For different stakeholder 
groups, farmers at community level, GSPTs, geog administration and FCs, slightly different 
questionnaires were developed.  
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In Chapter three the various participatory approaches as developed within SLMP are 
presented with their key purpose and elements, the main strengths and weaknesses of each 
approach, adaptations made over time and the feedback from the main stakeholders: the 
farmers at community level, the GSPTs and the Geog Administrations. 
 
The participatory SLM Action Planning (AP) represents the core methodology of SLMP, as it 
is a multidimensional approach that combines mobilisation and awareness raising, capacity 
building and documentation of baseline information on land-based problems, agricultural 
practices and livelihoods. The participatory SLM AP forms an integrated multi-sectoral, area-
based, decentralised planning approach at the chiog level. The feedback from the 
stakeholders for the participatory SLM AP is overwhelmingly positive and appreciative of the 
approach, while it also expresses some minor concerns. The stakeholders report the SLM AP 
is very much appreciated by all of them, as it builds a good level of awareness and creates a 
better understanding of what the real farmers’ problems are. Participation levels are high 
without gender bias. The stakeholders also mention that it is very easy to work with the 
community as the community recognizes the importance and shows more ownership as they 
have identified the need to do something. A disadvantage is that the SLM AP is very time-
consuming, especially in large geogs with many chiogs spread over a large geographical 
area. All stakeholders appreciated the SLM AP for the fact that “individual voices are heard 
and the community decides together”, a positive change compared with traditional top-down 
planning methods. 
 
It is suggested to explore the possibility of replicating SLM AP, or incorporating at least 
some of its elements into the current RNR planning approach for the next Five Year Plan of 
RGoB. For broader decentralised planning, which relies on spatial zoning and planning, the 
participatory AP offers valuable elements to be inserted and mainstreamed in regional 
planning approaches. 
 
Participatory natural resource mapping is a methodology for community-based spatial 
inventory of land-based resources and problems resulting in detailed maps of natural 
resources (NR) at village scale. As SLMP plans and implements its activities at community 
level, in the chiog, there is a strong need to gather detailed spatial information on the actual 
use of the land. Besides the present use of land, it was also thought necessary to collect 
information on the land-based problems resulting from land degradation. The participatory 
mapping process therefore helps to collect essential baseline information in relation to the 
spatial extent of various land-use, land cover and land-based problems. The intention is to 
engage the communities through the participatory mapping process, capture their 
traditional indigenous knowledge of the land and its history, and use the mapping process 
to raise their awareness on land-based problems and its causes. At the end of this process, a 
discussion on what kind of SLM interventions would be needed to tackle those problems 
identified in the SLM AP takes place. The mapping process is, therefore, an opportunity to 
learn, exchange knowledge and plan, with the community as primary author of the end 
product. The final chiog map is essentially a derivative of the more important dialogue of 
the project with the community. 
 
To produce participatory maps of natural resources it was decided to use recent detailed 
satellite imagery as a base to generate georeferenced orthophoto-maps. They are easy to 
use and a non-literate (graphic) tool to effectively engage farmers in discussions on natural 
resource use, planning and management. In the SLM AP both the georeferenced photo maps 
and sketch maps were used. The sketch maps are not to scale and do not comply with 
cartographic conventions. They are, however, very effective for building community 
participation and helping the community to immediately focus on their land and land-based 
resources and problems. 
 
Feedback from participants about the NR mapping exercises was very positive and there was 
active participation of many households. The stakeholders appreciated the opportunity the 
mapping process offers to include all community members. The teams expressed they 
realised that the mapping has helped them to better understand the specific land-use and 
land-based issues in their geog. The maps are appreciated as planning tool to identify land-
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based problems, but also as a tool to monitor and review the progress made in 
implementation. These named strengths are clear advantages of the use of NR maps. Main 
weaknesses are related to the dependency on skilled GIS staff, RS imagery and the labour-
intensive nature of the mapping and digital processing. The participatory NR mapping 
methodology is thought to be of value for broader application than just SLM. In principle, 
any spatial planning at community or geog level should make use of maps that are easy to 
understand for all community members and that facilitate the exchange of information 
between stakeholders An example of application is the testing of the use of photo maps for 
the planning, establishment and management of Community Forests. 
 
Participatory Monitoring & Evaluation forms another critical participatory approach. 
Participation of rural communities in SLM goes beyond planning for SLM activities, and 
includes continued and repeated monitoring and evaluation of the progress and impact of 
planned activities. Participatory M&E is carried out at the decentralised level with the 
beneficiary communities in all 9 SLMP geogs, but also at project management level with a 
range of district and national level stakeholders. Monitoring is carried out in a participatory 
and socially inclusive manner, meeting groups of farmers, men and women, including the 
village leaders. All the stakeholders, in 29 interviews, unanimously agreed in their reports 
that PM&E is crucial and essential for SLMP as a project. All stakeholder groups saw the 
PM&E as an essential platform for “two-way communication” and as a “check-and-balance 
system” for the project. It reportedly provides an opportunity for experience sharing, but 
also puts pressure on the communities to actively implement the planned interventions. The 
PM&E sessions helped to make adjustments to plans or implementation methods and served 
as a means of verification and to pick up technical issues at ground level. 
 
Social and environmental screening is more than a single event during the SLM Action 
Planning, and forms a continuous iterative process during planning, implementation and 
evaluation and impact assessment within SLMP. Two distinct steps can be distinguished in 
the screening process:  

1. Initial screening out of intervention and activities, during the SLM action planning 
stage, that fall outside the project mandate or are not in line with overall SLM 
objectives; 

2. Continued screening, as part of the PM&E approach described above, to see if any 
negative impacts arise that have not been foreseen during planning, but which need 
mitigative action, or should be reconsidered or discontinued. 

The PM&E provides the opportunity for the communities and the teams to continue, with 
regular intervals, to monitor if any negative impact of project interventions has occurred, 
and, if so, what modifications can be made or what actions undertaken to minimise the 
impact. It was decided to carry out separate feasibility studies and get proper technical 
assessment by specialists for orchard establishment and irrigation channel renovation as 
they involved relatively high investments. SLMP aims to be a socially inclusive, without 
excluding any vulnerable households from participating in certain activities. Therefore, 
during group formation it has to be double-checked that the vulnerable households were 
included in the proposed groups and that the benefits likely to result through groups were 
not biased towards the chrodrup (wellbeing classes) who are already better off. In addition 
to environmental and social screening, the SLM APs were also screened in relation to the 
workload of the land users and the GSPT. This is to ensure a realistic work plan and avoid 
overburdening the implementers. 
 
Group and community approaches are popular methodologies in the context of SLM to 
enhance participation at chiog level. Groups consist of households that agree to collaborate 
based on their shared interest in some commodities or share common needs or constraints. 
Better social bonding and cohesion, enhanced mutual trust and understanding, and 
exchange of experiences and knowledge, are all listed by the stakeholders as important co-
benefits of collective action. Most of the groups piloted within SLMP have a common 
denominator: they all have an important element of labour sharing. Their members 
expressed they enjoyed the social benefits of group work as an important by-product. 
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Besides the tangible benefits of groups appreciated by community members, such as labour-
sharing, exchange of experiences and social co-benefits, there are also real drawbacks and 
limitations to overcome. Groups struggle with internal conflicts over labour contribution, 
land ownership and legal agreements. Further support and guidance is essential to improve 
the sustainability of the groups formed. 
 
Collaborative working at geog level, as another participatory approach, is based on the 
recognition of the importance of all the stakeholders. SLMP has tried to support and 
facilitate their active engagement in the SLM planning and implementation. In the initial 
phase of activities in the 9 geogs, this required substantial consultation of the geog 
administration staff, later including the geog administrative officer (GAO) supporting the gup 
and mangmi, and the Geog Thromde (block development committee). Awareness raising and 
capacity building regarding the concept, objectives and methods of SLM was essential to 
offer sufficient background understanding to the geog administration.  
 
In close collaboration with the School Agricultural Programme of the Council of RNR 
Research of Bhutan (CORRB) and the Ministry of Education, SLMP has initiated the 
development of a curriculum for Non-Formal Education (NFE) learners on land 
degradation and SLM. NFE learners are all farmers and small-scale land owners with hands-
on experience with agriculture and land degradation processes. The curriculum booklets 
were distributed to all the NFE centres across the country, along with a three-day orientation 
training conducted jointly by the Ministries of Agriculture & Forests and the Education. 
Unlike other curriculum programmes, this will form a participatory learning module as it 
involves practical sessions on selected SLM interventions.  
  
Chapter four appraises the participatory approaches based on the initial intentions of their 
application and the actual reception and valuation by the key stakeholders, and weighs up 
the main advantages and disadvantages of the participatory approaches. The learning 
experiences from more than 130 villages in the 3 SLMP districts present a strong case for 
participatory SLM approaches in planning for interventions, making use of land users’ 
knowledge of land-based problems, their causes and prioritised mitigation measures, 
resulting from a comprehensive community consultation and consensus. Participatory 
approaches facilitate the development of decentralised planning, including the voices of all 
households, literate and illiterate, while creating awareness and building capacity on key 
developmental themes, in this case SLM and rural livelihoods. 
 
Participation of stakeholders in SLMP has been more than a single consultation event. It 
consisted of a broader and longer term engagement between the local stakeholders, the 
communities, the geog administration and the Geog SLM Planning Teams (GSPTs). 
Participation goes beyond just planning and started with targeted capacity building, which 
was later translated into action, resulting in more effective implementation of SLM 
interventions, followed by monitoring and evaluation to get feedback on progress and 
issues. The PM&E process was seen by the communities and the geog administration as a 
check-and-balance system, ticking boxes on agreements made, enabling technical guidance 
and response and sharing experiences, but also to create transparency on budgets and 
inputs involved. 
 
The feedback from all the key stakeholders assumption is that participatory approaches 
increase ownership of the community members of action plans and enhance 
implementation. Communities expressed they felt the responsibility to implement SLM 
interventions as they were planned and prioritised by themselves, based on their land-based 
issues and livelihood needs. 
 
Apart from the economic incentives to pool resources and enhance production and income, 
the social benefits of a group or community approaches were clearly expressed and 
appreciated by the communities and teams. Social bonding, enhanced mutual trust, a 
platform for experience exchange and easier communication and extension to groups than 
to individual farmers were listed as important co-benefits. A very important aspect of the 
group and community approaches was the ability to address a key constraint in SLM 
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implementation: lack of labour. But, the groups have some real drawbacks, as they are 
complex entities, with a potential for disagreements, tensions and conflicts. Further 
technical support and guidance is needed to enhance the sustainability of the groups post-
project. 
 
The main advantage of the various participatory approaches as presented is the opportunity 
to listen to the needs and issues of individual households, empowering local communities in 
decision-making over use and access to natural resources and incorporating local 
knowledge in planning and implementation. The participatory approaches represent an open 
learning environment in which stakeholders learn from each other and base their decisions 
on knowledge sharing and consensus. It is much more than just facilitating the demands 
and needs of land users. 
 
Although they offer a series of considerable advantages and opportunities participatory 
approaches for SLM also have some weaknesses that have to be addressed. They are: 

 The resource intensive nature of the participatory approaches, both in time and 
budgetary terms; 

 Group formation and community approaches require considerable skills and 
experience of extension staff to guide this complex process; 

 There is a certain risk that community members are influenced by vocal and locally 
respected or influential people; and, 

 Participatory approaches strongly rely on commitment and leadership by the GSPTs 
and geog administration staff. Collaborative working can facilitate the whole 
participatory character of the SLM approaches and bring it to another level, but could 
endanger the impact of the approaches considerably if it is absent. 

The advantages are convincing in valuing participatory approaches for SLM, but the listed 
disadvantages should be taken very seriously as they might ultimately hamper wider 
application of participatory approaches and obstruct the mainstreaming of SLM-linked 
participatory approaches into broader government policies. 
 
The concluding Chapter five wraps up the key findings of this report and presents a 
number of suggestions and recommendations based on the experiences and learning 
documented and are aimed at further development, advancement and application of 
participatory approaches in SLM and beyond. The main conclusions are: 

 The Participatory SLM Action Planning methodology has proven to be an excellent 
approach for community-based planning of SLM, enhancing community commitment 
and ownership, facilitating inclusion of local knowledge in decision-making and 
participation of all households, even the illiterate, regarding the sustainable use and 
access to natural resources. 

 The Participatory SLM Action Planning, in combination with related approaches like 
NR mapping and participatory M&E, provides an interactive system of check-and-
balance and ease and improve implementation of SLM interventions. The approaches 
form an integrated system that facilitates continuous engagement and participation 
of the communities and other stakeholders involved. 

 The various participatory approaches presented and discussed reinforce the 
knowledge-based concept of SLM, facilitating the incorporation of traditional 
knowledge, before adding innovative SLM approaches. 

 An open two-way communication between the key stakeholders at the decentralised 
level, in an open atmosphere of mutual trust, demands farmers and extension staff 
to be critical and to be understanding of each other’s opinions and views. It requires 
the parties to carefully evaluate local knowledge and practices and compare these 
with new practices for their value with regards to enhanced sustainability and 
livelihood contribution. 

 Full participation can only be reached through involvement of all key stakeholders 
and in a continuous process, which is iterative and open for learning and 
readjustment and change of approaches. 

 The participatory approaches, especially the SLM AP and the NR mapping 
methodology, have good scope for application for a wider use in the RNR domain and 
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for even broader use in land-based spatial planning at decentralised and regional 
level. Use of elements of the SLM AP in new projects and for RNR planning for the 
next Five Year Plan is considered to have great value. 

 The self-organisation of communities into shared interest and commodity groups and 
various community approaches generates, in addition to intended benefits,  other 
important social co-benefits through improved social bonding, enhanced mutual trust 
and as a platform for experience exchange. Sustainability of group approaches is, 
however, a concern and dependent on a complex set of factors. 

 Groups also address one of the, if not the most, critical constraints for SLM 
implementation, i.e. the lack of labour. Labour sharing and pooling in groups has 
proven to be a very effective approach to enhance implementation efficiency, while at 
the same time offering clear social co-benefits. 

 Participatory approaches for SLM, although they offer a series of considerable 
advantages and opportunities, come with some weaknesses that have to be 
addressed: 

o They are resource-intensive and require time, energy and budget; 
o They require considerable skills and experience of extension staff; 
o There is a risk of bias and dominance by vocal and locally respected or 

influential people, who could steer the planning process; and 
o The approaches strongly rely on by the GSPTs and geog administrations. 

Collaborative working can facilitate the whole participatory character of the 
SLM approaches and bring it to another level, but if is absent could endanger 
the impact of the approaches considerably. 

 It is argued that the advantages of the participatory approaches for SLM outweigh 
the disadvantages and that investment in time, budget and energy will be paid back 
by higher levels of commitment, ownership and social cohesion. They will result in a 
greater efficiency in the implementation and ultimately sustainability of SLM 
interventions. 

The chapter ends with a number of recommendations, of which the main ones are: 
 Based on the SLMP experience, it is highly recommended to make use of 

participatory approaches for planning, implementation and monitoring of SLM 
interventions at a decentralised level to ensure community commitment, ownership 
and implementation efficiency. 

 It is suggested to promote collaborative working at a decentralised level through the 
promotion of integration of RNR sectors, with SLM as an integrating concept, and 
through advocacy of a close working relationship with the geog administration staff 
in planning, implementation and monitoring of SLM interventions. 

 The opportunities to apply participatory approaches should be explored for the 
infusion in decentralised community-based planning for FYP development and for 
other decentralised planning related to spatial zoning or use of natural resources. 
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1 Introduction 
 
Participation: setting the scene 
Participation in rural development by local communities is an essential precondition for 
success of any project, programme or development policy. Governments, international 
agencies and NGOs have realised that the lack of active, effective and lasting participation of 
the intended beneficiaries has been a main reason for failure of development projects. Over 
the last decades many initiatives have been initiated to promote the participation of people 
at community level (FAO, 2003). Participatory projects deliberately promote participation 
that is explicitly incorporated in their objectives, approaches and methodology. 
 
The World Bank has defined participation as: “… a process through which stakeholders 
influence and share control over development initiatives and the decisions and resources 
which affect them.” (World Bank, 1996). FAO (2010) defines participation in development as: 
“a process of equitable and active involvement of all stakeholders in the formulation of 
development policies and strategies and in the analysis, planning, implementation, 
monitoring and evaluation of development activities. To allow for a more equitable 
development process, disadvantaged stakeholders need to be empowered to increase their 
level of knowledge, influence and control over their own livelihoods, including development 
initiatives affecting them.” (see www.fao.org/Participation)  
 
SLMP 
The Sustainable Land Management Project (SLMP) is a project funded by the Global 
Environmental Facility (GEF) through the World Bank (WB), with matching-funding from 
DANIDA and cost sharing by the Royal Government of Bhutan (RGoB). The project is 
implemented by the National Soil Services Centre (NSSC) of the Department of Agriculture 
(DoA), which falls under the Ministry of Agriculture and Forests (MoAF). SLMP is a six-year 
project (2006-2012) with as its main objective to strengthen institutional and community 
capacity for anticipating and managing land degradation in Bhutan. SLMP is designed and 
implemented as a community-based project in which the raising of awareness, planning, 
implementation and monitoring and evaluation are done in a participatory manner, 
following a bottom-up approach. In its first phase, SLMP developed participatory approaches 
for SLM in 3 pilot geogs, consisting of 47 villages. After testing and fine-tuning in this pilot 
phase, SMLP has rolled out its approaches to another 6 geogs, reaching 133 chiogs in 9 
geogs in total. 
 
Objectives and audience 
This report aims to document the experiences of key stakeholders with participatory 
approaches for sustainable land management (SLM) in Bhutan. This documentation process 
is a learning experience, through which we want to share our findings with beneficiary 
participation in different approaches. These approaches are intended to involve, engage and 
empower local communities in their continuous efforts to improve their livelihoods and food 
production, while at the same time enhance ecosystem functioning, the inter-related goal of 
SLM. It is meant for an audience who is interested in SLM and participatory approaches, 
without the intention to be prescriptive, in the hope that the SLMP experience can be of 
value for others with related objectives or challenges. Although the SLMP experience with 
participatory approaches in general is very positive, the report intends to cover the 
constraints, challenges and issues we have come across over the last five years, as one often 
learns more from failures and problems than successes.  
 
The participation of small-scale land users 
SLM in Bhutan essentially means collaboration with individual land users, with titled land 
holdings and legal ownership of small-scale plots, on average 1.5 to 2ha. Advocacy, 
awareness raising and promotion of SLM is dependent on the land owners’ consent and 
expressed desire to plan for and implement specific SLM interventions on their land. From 
SLMP’s inception it was decided, already in the project design phase, that participation at 
the most decentralised administrative level was considered essential and key for the project 
to be able to succeed. Commitment and ownership of small-scale land users to start and 
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continue SLM interventions is seen as a critical element for the sustainability of SLM, even 
after the termination of the project. Participatory processes to raise awareness, to educate 
and learn, to plan for and implement SLM activities, and ultimately to monitor and evaluate 
are all applied within SLMP. This report documents our learning, based on the feedback 
from our key stakeholders: small-scale land users, local level administration and extension 
staff, and SLM specialists working at village and geog level. The report also reflects our 
internal learning, reviews and assessment of the project approaches and necessary 
adjustments over time.  
 
Multidimensional benefits of participatory approaches 
There are many reasons why SLMP has been designed to focus on participatory approaches 
in its project cycle. SLM is a knowledge-based concept, starting from the principle that 
cultivation of cropland and management of natural resources at large, needs to undergo a 
transition towards more sustainable practices, safeguarding production potential of soils for 
present and future generations, enhancing food self-sufficiency and livelihoods and 
improving ecosystem functioning. Farmers are the hands-on custodians of the vulnerable 
landscapes of Bhutan, possessing in-depth knowledge of the land, its history and potential, 
the local land-based problems and challenges. Their traditional knowledge, passed on 
through generations, needs to be understood and incorporated in any planning and 
implementation of SLM. This can only be achieved through a process of listening to and 
learning from land users, and valuing local, traditional technical knowledge, before one can 
start to discuss, contemplate or suggest any changes of existing practices. Participatory 
Rural Appraisal (PRA) and Participatory Learning and Action (PLA) are methodologies meant 
to capture local knowledge and are embedded within SLMP in the participatory SLM Action 
Planning (SLM AP) methodology, acknowledging and building on local knowledge. 
 
Ideally participation and participatory processes are examples of open two-way 
communication, in which land user and project staff are both open to listen, understand 
and compromise, based on mutual respect and willingness to adapt, rather than one-way 
persuasion. It does not mean that farmers’ knowledge is taken for granted or blindly 
accepted, but requires project staff to carefully evaluate local knowledge and practices to 
see if they need adjusting or could be improved to become more sustainable. At the same 
time, it demands farmers to be open for change and critical of their traditional practices, 
without unconditionally accepting directions from project staff, as in top-down decision-
making structures. Information and views need to be exchanged freely, in an atmosphere of 
equality and mutual trust.  
 
Participatory approaches are not limited to community members as critical stakeholders, but 
include all stakeholders, with different roles and responsibilities at decentralised and 
central level. Within SLMP this means participation of individual land users, geog 
administration staff, geog extension staff, district administration staff, project staff, SLM 
specialists and multi-technical advisory committee (MTAC) members from line agencies at 
national level. Participatory approaches are generally bottom-up, community-based, but also 
include feedback mechanisms of information and knowledge of other stakeholders to 
improve decentralised decision-making. 
 
Participation as a continuous process 
Participatory approaches within SLMP are seen as a continuous process throughout the 
project cycle, from initial consultation and involvement of stakeholders during project 
formulation and inception, to awareness raising and mobilisation at the start of the project, 
followed by planning, capacity building and implementation and continued during 
implementation and ultimately with monitoring and evaluation. The process is also iterative, 
as planning and implementation are repeated in annual cycles, which give room for change 
and adaptation of approaches based on stakeholder feedback and internal reviews. The 
participatory process is therefore dynamic and changes over time to accommodate new 
perceptions and incorporate new focus or adjusted goals, as part of appropriate change 
management. 
 
 



Participatory Approaches in SLM: The Bhutan Experience 

 

16 
 

Access and control over natural resources 
Farmers as land owners are dependent on the degree of control they can exert on the use of 
their land, and the natural resources in their direct physical surrounding environment. 
Participation in development is also seen as an organised effort within institutions and 
organisations to increase stakeholder access and control over resources and related 
decision-making that contribute to sustainable livelihoods (FAO, 2010). Participatory 
processes are, therefore, intended to increase community control and influence over 
initiatives that affect their lives. In the SLMP context, participatory approaches are applied to 
reach the set objective to enhance decentralised capacity in SLM decision making, enabling 
local communities to make well-informed decisions related to control and access to their 
natural resources in a sustainable manner.  
 
Level and degree of participation 
There are different levels and degrees of participation, ranging from single consultation 
during the inception phase to self-managed group formation by stakeholders themselves 
(Castelloe et al. 2002, FAO, 2010). The objective of SLMP is to reach a higher level of 
participation of the communities involved by arranging regular consultations for planning, 
implementation and monitoring, making use of existing community groups. Local 
government decentralisation in Bhutan has resulted in an organised system of locally elected 
leaders at chiog level (chiog tshogpas) and geog level, with a Geog Tshogde (block 
development Committee), chaired by an elected gup and assisted by a government 
employed geog administrative officer (GAO). In addition to this democratic form of self-
administration, various self-managed groups at community level have been formed, often 
related to specific commodities or self-interests such as the Natural Resource Management 
Group at geog level, community forest management groups, dairy groups, poultry and 
vegetable groups, labour-sharing groups, land management groups, SLM focal village 
groups, water-user associations, orchard groups, improved pasture development groups, 
etc. These forms of community organisations facilitate better communication and services 
delivery compared to an individual household approach. It also enhances sustainability of 
approaches adopted by these groups, as they are more likely to continue after project 
support phases out. 
 
Report outline 
This report on participatory approaches in SLM starts with an overview of the methodology 
used to document the experiences of various stakeholders and of the SLMP project, 
presented in Chapter 2. The various participatory approaches as applied in SLMP are the 
core of Chapter 3, in which each approach is described and discussed in more detail, 
combined with feedback of stakeholder experience. Chapter 4 gives an overview of the main 
advantages and constraints related to participatory approaches for SLM. Key findings are 
finally presented in Chapter 5, together with recommendations for future development and 
application. 
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2 Methodology 
 
In order to properly document and assess the participatory approaches of SLMP it has 
developed, tested and rolled out over the last 5 years the following methods were used to 
gather information and analyze this data. 
 
2.1 Literature  
SLMP has produced a series of reports, studies, project documents and internal progress 
documentation of the Project Management Team (PMT), such as Back-to-office Reports 
(BTORs), Mid-Term Review Assessments and Annual Review Workshop Proceedings. 
Important background information of the project is reflected in the Environmental 
Management Framework & Social Assessment of March 2005, the Project Appraisal 
Document (PAD) of December 2006, the Operational Manual, in its revised version of March 
207, the Self Assessment of August 2008, the Joint Mid-term Review Report of September 
2008 and the Second Self Assessment of April 2010. A key document is the SLM 
Participatory Action Planning Manual and Tool Kit, published in 2009, which gives a very 
detailed step-by-step account of the participatory SLM action planning process at village and 
geog level, and the various tools applied. 
  
General literature sources are consulted referring to participatory approaches and rural 
development with emphasis on the World Bank Participation Source Book (1996), the FAO 
publication on Participatory Development: Guidelines on Beneficiary Participation in 
Agricultural and Rural Development (2003) and the excellent web site on participation of 
FAO: www.fao.org/participation. See the literature list for complete reference to literature 
used and cited. 
 
This report is part of a broader assignment on documentation of SLM best practices, key 
lessons and participatory approaches. A series of SLM Best Practices has been gathered in 
BHUCAT, the Bhutan Catalogue of Soil and Water Conservation Technologies and 
Approaches; Best Practices and Guidelines from Bhutan for Sustainable Land Management on 
Steep to Very Steep Slopes, published by SLMP in 2011. A number of the SLM Approaches 
documented in BHUCAT as Best Practices are based on or make use of participatory 
approaches and are used for reference in this report. 
 
2.2 Field data collection through stakeholder consultation 
Essential for documentation of participatory approaches for SLM is the feedback from key 
stakeholders on their experiences, appreciation and comments, and their views on 
constraints and opportunities related to participatory approaches used for SLM. As SLMP is 
essentially a field-based project, this required travel to all 9 SLMP geogs in 3 SLMP 
Dzongkhags (districts) of Chhukha, Trashigang and Zhemgang (see Figure 1 for the location 
of 9 SLMP geogs). In every SLMP geog, focus group discussions (FGD) were organised with at 
least one chiog (village) community, the local geog SLM Planning Team (GSPT), consisting of 
the Renewable Natural Resources (RNR) extension staff for agriculture, forestry and livestock 
and the geog SLM Planners (GSPs),1 the geog administration staff (gup and mangmi [second-
in-command] and GAO) and in each district with the project Field Coordinator (FC). This 
resulted in a total 9 of FGDs with the GSPTs and with 9 geog administration representatives 
and FGDs with 11 communities. Additional interviews were held with the 3 FCs and with 2 
project managers at the headquarters in Thimphu. In total 209 people were interviewed with 
the help of a formal questionnaire (see Table 1 for a detailed overview of people consulted). 
For different stakeholder groups, farmers at community level, GSPTs, geog administration 
and FCs, slightly different questionnaires were developed as each of these stakeholders has 
a different role, background and responsibility in the SLMP context. See Figure 2 for an 

                                                        
1 The GSPs are recruited by SLMP for a period of three years to assist the RNR extension staff in SLM action 
planning, implementation and monitoring. Each geog has 4 GSPs, representing a number of chiogs each. The 
GSPs are a liaison between the RNR staff and the chiog communities. In Radhi geog the existing NRM group 
was used, to avoid a new structure to be imposed. 
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overview of the relational network of the key stakeholders consulted at village, geog and 
district level. Each FGD lasted between 1.5 to 3 hours, depending on the amount of 
feedback from the participants and the focus group size. Discussions were facilitated by 
project staff, as interview questions needed to be translated to the local languages of the 
participants (Dzongkha, Khengkha, Sarchop and Nepali) and the answers back into English. 
Only in few sessions could English cbe used. The questionnaires are qualitative in nature as 
the questions are aimed at gathering the participants’ views, experiences, feedback and 
recommendations to document the perception, impact and development of the participatory 
approaches for SLM. The questionnaires for community members (farmers), GSPT and Geog 
Administration are attached as Annexes 1a, b and c. 
 
Table 1 Overview of interviews with the key stakeholder in the 9 SLMP geogs in the 
period March-April 2011 
Dzongkhag Geog GSPT Geog Administration Community Total 
Chhukha Bongo 7 Gup, Mangmi (2) 2 (19) 28 

Phuentsholing 4 Gup (1) 2 (32) 37 
Logchina 6 Gup, Mangmi, GAO (3) 1 (16) 25 
 FC   1 

Zhemgang Goshing 7 Gup, Mangmi, GAO (3) 1 (7) 17 
Bardo 8 Mangmi (1) 1 (11) 20 
Nangkhor 5 Gup, Mangmi, Clerck and 

Tshogpa (4) 
1 (4) 13 

 FC   1 

Trashigang Radhi 3; NRM (9) Gup (1) 1 (16) 26 

Lumang 7 Gup (1) 1 (7) 15 

Thrimshing 7 Mangmi (1) 1 (14) 22 
 FC   1 

 Total 9 meetings 
(63) 

9 meetings 
(17) 

11 meetings 
(126) 

29 meetings 
206 people 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 1 Overview map of Bhutan with SLMP districts in dark green and indication of 
the location of the 3 pilot and 6 scaling-up geogs 
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Figure 2 Overview of network of key stakeholders at village, municipality and district level 
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3 Participatory Approaches and SLM 
In this Chapter the various participatory approaches as developed within SLMP are presented 
with their key purpose and elements, the main strengths and weaknesses of each approach, 
adaptations made over time and the feedback from the main stakeholders: the farmers at 
community level, the GSPTs and the Geog Administrations. 
 
3.1 Participatory SLM Action Planning (SLM AP) 
The participatory SLM AP represents the core methodology of SLMP, as it is a 
multidimensional approach that combines mobilisation and awareness raising, capacity 
building and documentation of baseline information on land-based problems, agricultural 
practices and livelihoods. This information is extended with 
historic information on degradation and natural resource use 
trends, and ultimately decentralised bottom-up community-
based action planning for SLM. The methodology is 
documented in great detail in a Manual and Tool Kit published 
by NSSC in 2009. Please see this comprehensive publication 
and the collection of tools in its annexes for the full breadth 
and depth of the SLM AP approach. 
 
The participatory SLM AP forms an integrated multi-sectoral, 
area-based, decentralised planning approach at the chiog 
level. The SLM AP is based on elements of PRA and PLA and is 
highly visual in character, enabling participation of the 
illiterate. It aims to be inclusive by encouraging participation 
of all community households and is interactive in character, 
with RNR extension staff (Agriculture, Livestock and Forestry) 
taking alternative roles in facilitating the planning process.  
 
In the first year, the SLM AP is a comprehensive planning session (three days) with 
considerable time spent on raising awareness on SLM, outlining the scope and mandate of 
the project and conducting a census of key land-based problems in the village. A sketch 
map of natural resource use and land degradation is made, and depending on the land 
issues identified, historic timelines of natural resource use are compiled, together with a 
local cropping calendar. An inventory of livelihood and expenditure sources is made, 
together with a wealth ranking of all households (a chodrup ranking, categorising ranges of 
wellbeing through specific indicators, without publicly identifying individual households). 
Towards the end of the SLM AP, the key land-based issues are given priority, causal relations 
are discussed and documented and possible SLM interventions to mitigate or tackle existing 
problems are identified. This leads to a chiog SLM Action Plan, reflecting prioritised SLM 
interventions, the problems it aims to resolve, the expected outcomes, when the 
interventions will be implemented by how many households, and where they will be carried 
out, and what inputs will be required (kgs of seeds and number of seedlings and slips or 
cuttings required as per the agreed area).  
 
The chiog SLM APs are then compiled into a geog SLM AP, combining them into a single 
action plan for the geog for one fiscal year (July-June in Bhutan). The geog SLM AP is 
presented, discussed and formally endorsed, after possible amendments and additions, in 
the public democratic forum of the GT, with representation of all elected village 
representatives, geog administration staff, the GSPT and representatives of other local 
institutions such as schools, Non-Formal Education, the monastic body, health workers of 
Basic Health Units and sometimes staff of the Dungkhag, the sub-district. Apart from 
identifying the priority SLM interventions linked to land degradation and livelihoods, the 
training needs of the community are also assessed in this planning stage to ensure technical 
capability to effectively implement the planned SLM interventions. 
 
The participatory SLM action planning is carried out in three consecutive years in all the 
villages of a geog where SLMP is active. After the comprehensive first planning year, the 
second and third year SLM AP requires less time. Instead of three days, the planning takes 
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about a day, spent on reviewing the previous year’s SLM AP implementation, evaluation of 
successes and failures, and identifying additional area-based and livelihood problems not 
yet addressed. A new chiog SLM AP is brought together in year two and three, with similar 
compilation into a geog SLM AP and discussion and endorsement in the GT. In addition to 
the SLM AP approach, participatory Natural Resource Mapping and participatory Monitoring 
& Evaluation are carried out and feed into the monitoring and evaluation tool of the SLM AP 
process. Both approaches are described in more detail in the following sections. 
 
Stakeholders feedback 
The feedback from the stakeholders for the participatory SLM AP is overwhelmingly positive 
and appreciative of the approach, while it also expresses some minor concerns. 
 
Participation and awareness 
The farmers report a very good and active participation of almost all households and 
appreciate that the planning takes place in their chiogs, instead of having to travel to the 
geog centre. Community members appreciate the opportunity it gives for them to plan as a 
group and exchange their views and individual experiences. The planning helps to build 
community bonds and mutual trust and gives a voice to all households, irrespective of 
status. The GSPTs confirm that the SLM AP is very much appreciated by the community as it 
builds a good level of awareness and creates a better understanding of what the real 
farmers’ problems are among the extension staff. The approach gives households more 
time to think and contemplate and digest, compared to a short planning session, and to 
come to a consensus. The geog administrations are impressed by the “very good 
participation level of almost all the households” in the geog. 
 
Ownership and ease of implementation 
The active role given to farmers gives them a feeling of ownership of the planning approach 
and the resulting AP. Extension staff who have arrived later in the geog mention that it is 
relatively easy to implement activities because of the level of awareness and ownership of 
the chiog communities, built through the SLM AP process. The traditional top-down planning 
often needs enforcement for the public to actually implement activities. After consultation in 
the SLM AP process, it is very easy to work with the community as the community 
recognizes the importance and shows more ownership as they have identified the need to 
do something. 
 
Time consuming and some risk of bias 
Teams also report that the SLM AP is very time-consuming, especially in large geogs with 
many chiogs, like in the Bongo geog, with 19 villages spread over a large geographical area. 
The teams encountered a certain bias by clever farmers to push things their way; some 
considered it a game, but learnt along the way. By day three of the first-year planning the 
farmers clearly expressed more appreciation and understanding. After transfer into a SLMP 
geog new staff needs additional training to understand the basics of the SLM AP, otherwise it 
is difficult for them to make effective use of the approach. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Change from traditional planning 
The geog administration staff all expressed that they think this is a very good way to plan, 
much better than a top-down approach: “Individual voices are heard and the community 
decides together”. In a normal planning approach the gup calls the tshogpas, and often not 
all of them are present in the GT. Tshogpas will bring a “wish list”, which is usually extracted 
from the FYP document without community consultation. Traditional planning is all written, 

Radhi Gup: “The SLM AP was a very good experience; all households were 
included instead of just a few as in normal planning procedures. It 
produced many ideas from the communities, used in other context by the 
geog administration. The approach leads to a much better understanding 
of the needs of the public: they teach us what to do / what is needed.” 
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not pictorial, and therefore mostly excludes the illiterate. People are totally dependent on 
their land, and therefore there was mass participation and interest in all the chiogs for the 
SLM AP approach. Some geog administrations have already adopted some elements of the 
SLM AP for their budget planning at chiog level. What is striking is that the geog 
administrations mentioned that they appreciate the approach for being transparent to all the 
stakeholders (use of incentives/working lunch, etc.) and helps against corruption.  
 
Changes over time 
The SLM AP approach was developed and tested in 47 chiogs of three SLMP pilot geogs and 
later rolled out to another 6 scaling-up geogs, covering 133 chiogs in total. Throughout its 
application, the approach has been modified, based on feedback from the planning teams 
and the communities. The following sections cover some of the feedback from the 
stakeholders on the changes over time. 
 
All the stakeholders had similar opinions about the change over time in the application of 
the SLM AP. The first planning year was much more dedicated towards awareness raising 
and capacity building related to SLM. The planning rounds in year two and three were easier 
to carry out, as the communities had a much clearer idea about SLM and by that time knew 
very well what they want from SLMP. Initially, the communities were a bit overwhelmed and 
confused, also as the three-day planning process was quite hectic and demanding. In the 
first plan it was also more difficult for all stakeholders, both community members and the 
planning teams, to come to a realistic plan. Experience showed that the initial plan was too 
ambitious, with too many activities, resulting in large a workload for the farmers and 
extension staff. In year two and three a more realistic and balanced SLM AP was set, based a 
better understanding of what can be handled by the community and the GSPTs.  
 
In years two and 3, farmers understood the context and importance of SLM much better 
after they had gained awareness and/or knowledge in the first year. In the second planning 
round it was relatively easy to recap the previous year’s SLM AP and to review the progress 
made, as starting point for the new planning round. In some communities members had 
already “pre-planned” and made individual notes of what they wanted/needed from the 
planning process. In the last planning year it became much easier to “sell” pure SLM 
activities. The teams also reported that in the first planning the chiog communities were 
more insecure about the scope and goals of SLM and raised many other sectoral 
development issues, while in later planning rounds the consultation was much easier and 
resulted in a smaller number of more focused activities. There is consensus that the SLM 
APs reflect the real area-based issues as the demands and responses have been consistent 
over the years.  
 
Suggestions for improvement 
Although most stakeholders expressed satisfaction with the SLM AP approach as it is, some 
suggestions were made for further improvement: 

 Some argued that in the third-year planning, the last of the planning cycle, there 
should be full focus on SLM interventions with very little or no additional input 
supply. 

 Others put emphasis on focus and inclusion of more interventions aimed at income 
generation, which would facilitate implementation. 

 A realistic plan requires participation of the household heads, who are mature and 
experienced. The other household members are not always properly briefed by the 
household heads, and therefore they fail to make decision on their behalf or to 
communicate with the rest of the household members about the decisions taken in 
the meeting.  

 Some stakeholders are in favour of screening out activities, to reduce the workload 
of the implementers and also avoid dilution of energy and impacts. 

 There is a need for a complete set of planning tools, including uniform flash cards 
with drawings that represent problems, causes and possible SLM interventions. 
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Opportunities for mainstreaming of participatory SLM AP 
The strengths and advantages of the SLMP AP for decentralised planning are seen to have 
wider value than for just SLM. It offers clear opportunities for use in the broader RNR field, 
identifying communities’ land-based problems and livelihood issues in a participatory 
manner, replacing more conventional top-down approaches that dominate current practice. 
It is suggested to explore the possibility of replicating SLM AP, or incorporating at least 
some of its elements into the current RNR planning approach for the next Five Year Plan of 
RGoB. For broader decentralised planning, which relies on spatial zoning and planning, the 
participatory AP offers valuable elements to be inserted and mainstreamed in regional 
planning approaches. 
 
 
3.2 Participatory Natural Resource Mapping 
A methodology for a community-based spatial inventory of land-based resources and 
problems resulting in detailed maps of Natural Resources (NR) at village scale. 
 
3.2.1 The concept of Participatory Mapping 
Participatory mapping is a key element and information sharing approach of the SLM AP 
presented in 3.1. The outputs it generates are called community or village maps, indigenous 
maps or participatory maps; the latter term will be used in this document. Key criteria 
related to participatory maps (IFAD, 2009) are: 

 Participatory maps are defined by the process of production. The process ensures 
active participation of the community in an open, inclusive process, with clearly 
defined goals and results in a collective group experience with the map as common 
output. 

 Participatory maps are a product in line with the agenda of the community. The 
information that is shown on the map is relevant and of importance for their needs 
and land-based problems. 

 A participatory map is defined by its content depicting local information. The 
participatory maps contain a wealth of local knowledge, including place names and 
the community’s use of the local natural resources. As the SLMP geogs are quite 
spread out and located in areas with different cultural and linguistic groups, the 
information captured in the maps express their indigenous knowledge and often 
represent a first graphic image of the local knowledge, which until then only existed 
in oral form. 

 Participatory maps do not always comply with cartographic conventions. 
Participatory maps can be diverse in presentation and content and are often not to 
scale or geographic precision. The participatory maps presented here are scale maps 
and follow cartographic conventions, although sketch maps are also used in the 
participatory process. 

 
Why participatory maps of Natural Resources? 
As SLMP plans and implements its activities at community level, in the chiog, there is a 
strong need to gather detailed spatial information on the actual use of the land: the extent 
of agricultural land-use types (dryland, wetland, orchards, kitchen gardens, etc.), forest 
types and use of forest for its products, both wood and other, and the use as grazing land 
or fodder production for livestock. Besides the present use of land, it was also thought 
necessary to collect information on the land-based problems resulting from land 
degradation in the form of erosion, mass movement and flooding. Local communities are 
the best source of all these kinds of information, as they have been the owners and users of 
local resources, especially land, for generations. And, even if they do not own it, they walk 
through the chiog daily and have a strong recollection of changes in land cover and use over 
time. Importantly, they know the names given to local areas, wetland complexes, streams, 
hill tops, mountains or grazing areas. That information is critical and unique and can only 
be obtained from the local communities.  
 
The participatory mapping process therefore helps to collect essential baseline information 
in relation to the spatial extent of various land-use, land cover and land-based problems. 
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Participatory mapping is interdisciplinary in nature, and is, through its process, distinctly 
different from traditional cartographic approaches and expert-based mapping. The intention 
is to engage the communities through the participatory mapping process, capture their 
traditional indigenous knowledge of the land and its history, and use the mapping process 
to raise their awareness on land-based problems and its causes. At the end of this process, a 
discussion on what kind of SLM interventions would be needed to tackle those problems 
identified in the SLM AP takes place. It thus goes beyond a traditional mapping process, in 
which an expert is the key responsible for the map content and its disciplinary information, 
e.g. soils or forest resources, are all delineated and depicted by the expert. The eventual 
output or product of the participatory exercise is a natural resources map, but other 
important benefits are the community engagement, the dialogue and the knowledge 
sharing-process that guides the ultimate planning of key SLM interventions to address land-
based and livelihood problems.  The mapping process is, therefore, an opportunity to learn, 
exchange knowledge and plan, with the community as primary author of the end product. 
The final chiog map is essentially a derivative of the more important dialogue of the project 
with the community! 
 
Contrast to topographic and cadastral information 
Maps of natural resources are very scarce for most parts of Bhutan. The best source of 
cartographic information is the series of topographic maps of Bhutan as prepared by the 
former Department of Survey and Land Records (DSLR) of the erstwhile Department of 
Survey and Land Records (NLCS). These maps are of 1:50,000 scale and depict main 
infrastructure, hydrology and roughly two main land cover categories: forest and agricultural 
land. The scale is not detailed enough to make practical use of these maps for community 
level planning: they are mostly outdated and would be difficult for farmers to understand or 
even to locate themselves or their landholdings. The 1990s LUSS/LUPP project prepared a 
series of Dzongkhag-scale land-use / land cover maps, with the 1:50,000 topographic maps 
as cartographic base, and with satellite imagery (SPOT and LANDSAT TM) as source of 
information for main land-use/cover categories. For chiog-level planning purposes these 
maps are not detailed enough. The Land Cover Mapping Project (LCMP), supported by SLMP, 
very recently carried out a new land cover update campaign and has published the updated 
maps at National, Dzongkhag and geog level (LCMP, 2011). The maps are based on new 
generation, high-resolution satellite imagery (ALOS) and are generated using a standardised 
classification methodology and validated with extensive ground truthing at field level. 
 
Land ownership in Bhutan is registered in the national cadastre and cadastral information is 
available at chiog level on holdings (thram) of dryland, wetland and orchards. Older land-use 
categories refer to land owned and used for slash-and-burn practice, or tseri, the right to 
use government forest or wood lots for the collection of leaf litter, or sokshing, and the right 
to use government land (forest) for grazing of livestock, or tshamdro. These rights-of-use 
have been revoked through the new Land Act of 2007, but the land-use practices still 
continue at the chiog level. The participatory maps of natural resources do not depict the 
legal land-use category tenure of farmers with cadastral registration, but show how the land 
is actually used, irrespective of the legal land title. The NR maps therefore reflect the current 
state of the land use, which is often rather different from the legal land-use titles. Especially 
over the last decade, land use has undergone rapid changes, with ongoing socio-economic 
development, rural-urban migration and acute labour shortages in the villages. The contrast 
between legal land titles and actual use (or non-use) is therefore becoming more and more 
explicit. 
 
Remote Sensing Imagery as base information 
To produce participatory maps of natural resources it was decided to use recent detailed 
satellite imagery as a base, as there are no detailed and updated topographic maps available 
for the project areas, and because recent and detailed aerial photography isn’t  available 
either. Recent examples (e.g. Müller and Wode, 2003) have shown that the use of photo 
maps or base maps generated by using aerial photos or digital satellite images, are great 
tools in working with the communities on mapping their land, as they can easily 
“understand” or “read” a photograph and are able to relate their house, land holdings and 
the community surroundings have shown to the photo image. Scaled photo maps are 
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combined with Internet-based mapping products (Google Earth images), essentially detailed 
RS image hard copies brought to the field. 

 
Figure 3    Example of the ALOS panchromatic image. Pachutar chiog, Phuentsholing geog, 
is located between the Pachu (top) and Toorsa (bottom) rivers. Note the prominent 
degradation on the Toorsa slopes (white tones) and the intensive land use on the Pachu 
slope. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4  QuickBird image of Baldendara chiog, Phuentsholing geog. Note the general 
degree of detail, e.g. every dryland terrace can be seen, and individual trees can be 
identified 
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3.2.2 Base maps for natural resource mapping 
 
Sketch maps and scale maps 
To make a participatory map of the natural resources of a community in the Bhutanese 
setting means a chiog or village, there are two distinct approaches. One approach is to 
make, in a participatory process, a sketch map of the chiog. These sketch maps can be 
drawn on the ground, and within SLMP the initial ground maps were transferred to paper 
with marker pens of different colours. The sketch maps are not to scale and do not comply 
with cartographic conventions. They are, however, very effective for building community 
participation and helping the community to immediately focus on their land and land-based 
resources and problems. See the SLM Participatory Action Planning Manual and Tool kit 
(NSSC, 2009) for a more detailed description of how sketch maps are made and used in the 
SLM action planning process.  
 
To prepare the sketch maps, the community is asked to draw firstly the approximate 
boundary of their chiog. As chiog boundaries often coincide with clear natural boundaries 
such as ridges and rivers, these main landscape elements should be reflected on the map. 
After the community agrees on the location of the chiog boundary, they are asked to 
indicate where their main land use areas are, what they are called and what main crops are 
grown. Other landmarks like schools and religious objects such as lakhangs and goempa’s 
can be added. Once the main land-use areas have been marked on the map, the community 
is probed further as to what resources they 
use from the forest and where, and what 
these areas are called. Ultimately, the 
community is asked if there are distinct 
areas of land degradation, and if so of what 
type, and what these areas are called. Other 
information such as walking distances from 
the main village to land-use areas, water 
sources, bridges and footpath can be added 
in relation to what is there in the chiog. The 
main disadvantage of the sketch maps is 
that, although they are very effective in 
building participation and extracting 
tremendously valuable information, they are 
less suited to link to a national geo-
referenced database. The maps are not to 
scale and not geographically explicit. To 
tackle these drawbacks, another 
participatory map is used within SLMP, the 
scale map. As their name implies, Scale 
maps have, a geographic scale and are geo-
referenced, so they are geographically 
explicit and follow cartographic 
conventions. A specific type of scale maps is 
used: the photo map.   

Figure 5  An example of a sketch map of 
natural resources of Goling chiog, Nangkhor 
geog, Zhemgang Dzongkhag 

 
Photo maps as base maps 
Müller and Wode (2003) define photo maps as “printouts of geometrically corrected 
(rectified) aerial photographs or satellite imagery placed in a map coordinate system”. 
Plotted orthophoto-maps (orthophotos are geometrically corrected photos) are the most 
accurate and economical remote sensing data for mapping purposes with large-scale maps. 
They are easy to use and a non-literate (graphic) tool to effectively engage farmers in 
discussions on natural resource use, planning and management. Initially SLMP intended to 
use aerial photographs as a source to generate detailed contour line base maps, but as the 
expected new coverage of aerial photographs did not materialise, it was decided to look for 
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alternative remote sensing imagery. As the cost of satellite imagery has come down 
drastically and the spatial resolution is steadily improving, the new generation satellite 
images can compete with aerial photographs in quality. Out of necessity and because of lack 
of large-scale and detailed topographic maps and the absence of recent high-quality aerial 
photographs, a trial was started using photo maps for participatory mapping of natural 
resources in Nangkhor geog in 2007. The Nangkhor photo maps are based on SPOT5 
images (a French earth observation satellite): they are panchromatic (black and white) and 
have a spatial resolution of 5m. After geo-referencing the maps and transferring them to the 
Bhutanese geographic system, called DrukRef, contour line information is added, derived 
from the 1:50,000 topographic maps. Map reference points (crosses) are added to facilitate 
future digitisation and to have marking points if transparent overlays are used on top. 
 
Advantages of a photo map 
The (ortho) photo maps are often easier for communities/farmers to relate to as they can 
quite easily position the location of their land on photos compared to topographic base 
maps that are more difficult for them “to read”. A big advantage of the use of ortho-photo 
maps is that the person who maps (i.e. delineates a certain spatial unit on paper) relies on 
the image they see and the visible boundaries between land units. Irrespective of scale, the 
person who maps will draw more or less the same boundary. If one would rely on traditional 
topographic maps the visible land use and landscape boundaries would often not be so 
distinct. Another important advantage of photo maps is that the images are mostly very 
recent and thus reflect the present state of land use and cover. Topographic map sheets of 
Bhutan are often outdated and do not reflect changes of the last decade(s). For a 
comparison of the characteristics of sketch and photomaps, see Table 2. 
 
Table 2 Main characteristics of participatory sketch and photo maps 
 

Participatory sketch maps Participatory photo maps 
 Very effective for building participation;  

helps the community to think actively and 
practically about their land-based 
livelihood resources 

 Easy for all to understand and large 
enough for all to see 

 Transferred to chart paper, can be used 
throughout the planning process to show 
where SLM issues and opportunities are, 
where interventions are needed, where 
they will be implemented 

 Less suited to documenting and reporting 
our activities or to building up national 
data on land use, land quality and SLM 

 Take time to prepare and transfer to chart 
paper 

 Level of accuracy is limited, tendency to 
forget smaller land use areas  

 Limited use beyond the particular chiog 
 No quantitative information such as 

acreage of land-use categories 

 Farmers quickly learn to interpret the 
maps and can point out key landscape 
features (e.g., their own houses!) and 
land-based resources of importance 

 SLM issues / interventions can be 
located / recorded precisely on the map 

 Help to build a national database. Over 
time, changes in land use or land-based 
resource conditions can be documented 
easily (using GPS coordinates), adding to 
the national database 

 Need to be clear and at a large scale, 
otherwise they are difficult for farmers 
to interpret and use 

 Less good at building participation, 
particularly from vulnerable groups 

 Good level of accuracy, easier to include 
all land-use areas 

 Helps to establish accurate baseline of 
land use categories / forest cover 

 Difficult to carry around in the field (A0-
A1 paper maps) and fragile 

 Good tool to establish precise chiog 
boundary 

 Easy to use with other transparent 
overlays, e.g., for a soil map layer 

 
Image sources of the photo maps 
For the generation of the photo maps that are used for the participatory NR maps of SLMP 
geogs, a number of satellite platforms were used (see Table 3). Initially SPOT5 images with a 
spatial resolution of 10m were used for Nangkhor and Radhi geogs. For other geogs, starting 
from Phuentsholing geog in 2007-2008, ALOS (Advanced Land Observation System) images 
were used with a similar spatial resolution as the SPOT5 images, but at a much lower cost. 
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Table 3 Overview table of satellite imagery used for photo maps 
 

Platform Geog Date of image Resolution 

SPOT 5 Radhi 26/11/2004 5m panchromatic 
10m multispectral 

SPOT 5 Nangkhor 17/12/2004 
5m panchromatic 
10m multispectral 

ALOS (AVENIR) 
ALOS (PRISM) 

Phuentsholing, 
Logchina, Bongo 

October 2006 
January 2007 

2.5m panchromatic 
10m multispectral 

ALOS (AVENIR) Bardo, Goshing  December 2007 
2.5m panchromatic 
10m multispectral 

ALOS (AVENIR) 
ALOS (PRISM) 

Thrimshing 
Lumang 

October, December 2007 
January 2007 and 2008 

2.5m panchromatic 
10m multispectral 

Figure 6 Use of photo maps and high-resolution satellite images for participatory 
mapping with village communities 
 
Internet-based mapping: high-resolution imagery as additional mapping tool 
Fortunately, many of the SLMP geogs are completely covered by QuickBird imagery and other 
high-resolution satellites, which can be accessed and downloaded as pictures (non-geo-
referenced) from Google Earth (a geographical content browser). To cover a geog at a 
detailed geographical scale (about 1:5,000), a large number of images, hundreds, were 
downloaded and printed. Besides the detailed large-scale pictures of the chiogs for mapping 
purposes, a smaller scale picture was printed for every chiog to indicate roughly the chiog 
boundary as provided by DSLR (based on last census data and maps). QuickBird imagery is 
essential in order to map with high spatial accuracy in the field, and to facilitate the 
consultation with community members. Without QuickBird coverage, the accuracy of the 
mapping and the ease of field verification drop considerably (e.g. for Lingden chiog in 
Phuentsholing geog there is no QuickBird coverage and mapping proved to be more 
complicated). Actual field mapping was mostly done straight on the QuickBird images and 
was later transferred on film over the ALOS imagery. 
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Figure 7  NR Map of Goling chiog, Nangkhor geog, Zhemgang Dzongkhag 
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3.2.3 Steps to carry out Participatory Mapping of Natural Resources 
The more detailed description of the separate steps to generate participatory NR maps is 
presented in Annex 2. The 7 steps consist of: 

1. Training of the local teams; 
2. A test chiog mapping exercise; 
3. Generation of NR maps of all the chiogs; 
4. Generation of reconnaissance soil maps; 
5. A community meeting; 
6. Digitisation and printing of final NR map; and 
7. Use of the NR map in the SLM AP. 

 
Feedback from stakeholders: 
Feedback from participants about the NR mapping exercises was very positive and there was 
active participation of many households, even up to a point where it complicated the 
mapping exercise in the field due to a large crowd.   
 
Readability and inclusiveness 
Land users often reacted with great interest and excitement when they first saw the large-
scale photo maps and detailed printouts of satellite images of their chiog. It was intriguing 
to see how quickly some community members could read the photo maps and locate the 
exact position of the house or community centre where the meeting was organised, or 
where they stood in the field. The communities expressed it to be a very useful tool to 
include the illiterate in the SLM AP exercise and in several communities it was reported that 
even people with a speech disability participated with great enthusiasm, expressing 
thoughts with their fingers on the photo map. Teams feel that the photomaps are easier to 
use than sketch maps. It is less complicated to pinpoint precise areas and allows double-
checking if all land-use areas are covered. 
 
Identifying land-based issues 
Land users reported that the maps 
helped them to understand the exact 
boundary of their chiog and provided a 
good tool to point out landslides, 
degraded forest areas, fallow land and 
other areas of interest. It was easier for the communities if the maps were printed out at a 
large size and were as detailed as possible. In several chiogs, the community enquired if the 
field map was already digitised as they were eager to see the end result and also asked 
about the results of the soil samples taken from their chiog as part of NR mapping. The 
geog staff, who also participated in the mapping of several chiogs, realised that the mapping 
has helped them to better understand the specific land-use and land-based issues in their 
geog. 
 
Use as planning tool 
The GPSTs and geog staff report that the communities were able to identify key problems 
and plan-area specific activities using NR map during the SLM AP. The team could also 
monitor and review the progress much easier using the NR map. Some teams explained that 
about 70% of the planned activities were linked to the map during the SLM AP and thus 
provided an excellent tool. Especially during project start-up, the maps were considered to 
be very helpful to build awareness. Forestry extension staff found the NR maps very 
instrumental for community forest (CF) establishment, especially during demarcation of the 
CF boundary and for application during the resource inventory and management planning. 
 
 
 
 

“All kinds of people participate in the SLM AP 
planning, even people with a speech disability  
did participate in NR mapping” 
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Figure 8 Example of high-resolution satellite imagery from Google Earth: Komshar 
chiog centre, Bardo geog, Zhemgnag Dzongkhag. Note the cluster of houses, wetland and 
dryland plots and forest areas. Chamkarchu river can be seen in the lower left corner. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 9  Zoom-in of Figure 8. At this scale one can easily determine individual 
terraces, footpaths, streamlets, individual trees and orchards. Farmers have little trouble 
reading these pictures and mapping of land use, land cover and land degradation areas 
becomes relatively easy. 
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Strengths and weaknesses 
Use of participatory NR mapping as a methodology within SLMP has advantages, but also  
some disadvantages. Table 4 presents the SWOT analysis of the participatory NR mapping 
methodology as developed and applied in 9 SLMP geogs. There are clearly more strengths 
than weaknesses. The strengths are dominated by its salient features such as the facilitation 
of community participation, making use of easily readable photomaps, enabling 
incorporation of a wealth of (geo-referenced) local indigenous knowledge, the application of 
NR maps as essential tool for SLM AP, review and monitoring of implementation progress 
and issues, and identification of additional areas for SLM interventions. Main weaknesses are 
related to the dependency on skilled GIS staff, RS imagery and the labour-intensive nature of 
the mapping and digital processing. 
 

Table 4 SWOT Analysis of NR Mapping Methodology as applied in SLMP geogs 

Internal (SLMP) External (MoAF, RGoB, Dzongkhag) 
STRENGTH                                                + 

 Participatory mapping approach, 
combining local knowledge with a clear 
scalable geographic reference 

 Ortho-photo maps: “literacy” of farmers 
in reading / understanding the maps 
and availability for any other geog 
planning purpose 

 Scale and detail: most chiogs mapped at 
1,5,000: easy to scale-up to smaller 
scales 

 Build accurate base line 
 Enables a focal-area approach 
 Recent imagery reduces likelihood of 

boundary issues (up-to-date info) 
 Enables quantitative monitoring of land 

use changes and SLM AP progress / 
review 

OPPORTUNITY                                                +                                                               
 Good spatial planning potential (GIS-

geostastics) 
 Provides basic information to develop 

area-based planning up to Dzongkhag 
level  

 Reference info for land cover updating  
 Facilitates area-based planning process 

(for SLMP as well as at Dzongkhag level) 
 

WEAKNESS                                                  – 
 Time consuming (two days on average 

per chiog) 
 Dependence on high-resolution RS 

imagery (QuickBird) 
 “weatherability” of print-outs (humid  

and rainy field conditions easily ruin 
paper maps) 

 Needs proper GIS skills and facilities 

THREAT                                                           –                                                                                   
 Too troublesome to duplicate at 

Dzongkhag level (preference for RS/ 
quick and dirty) 

 Replicability (need to keep it as simple 
as possible to make replication as easy 
as it can be, basic GIS skills needed) 

 Applicability (even with steps to ensure 
replicability, will it be adapted and 
applied post-project?) 

 RS = Remote Sensing; QuickBird = satellite platform with high-resolution imagery (<1m)  
SUGs = Scaling-up geogs; AP = SLM Action Planning 

 
Broader application opportunities 
The participatory NR mapping methodology is thought to be of value for broader application 
than just SLM. In principle, any spatial planning at community or geog level should make use 
of maps that are easy to understand for all community members and that facilitate the 
exchange of information between stakeholders. At the present stage of rural development a 
variety of infrastructure development activities are planned and under construction, such as 
rural drinking water supply schemes, electrification schemes, farm and feeder road networks 
and irrigation schemes. All these important development works rely on community 
participation, which can be enhanced through use of photo maps and participatory NR 
maps.  
 
An example of application is the testing of the use of photo maps for the planning, 
establishment and management of Community Forests. CF development has been very 
successful over the last decade in Bhutan and a large number of the CFs has been 
established. Every CF management plan, executed by a CF management group at community 
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level, depends on a good spatial inventory of forest resources and demarcation of the CF 
boundaries and various silvi-cultural management units. NR maps and ortho-photo maps are 
seen to be ideal tools and their use has been tested by the Social Forestry Division of the 
Department of Forests. 
 
 
3.3 Participatory Monitoring & Evaluation 
Participation of rural communities in SLM goes beyond planning for SLM activities, and 
includes continued and repeated monitoring and evaluation of the progress and impact of 
planned activities. Monitoring and evaluation, which is the critical assessment to see if the 
planned activities are implemented timely, in accordance with technical guidelines and 
mutual agreements and to the satisfaction and benefit of the land user, is carried out in 
different forms, using different tools. The participatory M&E also serve different purposes: 

 They offer a platform for feedback from the beneficiaries, as key target group and 
main stakeholders; 

 They enable the local planning teams to assess progress in implementation, identify 
technical issues regarding implementation and re-assess or adjust implementation 
approaches and guidelines; 

 They provide the project staff with information on quantitative achievements for 
chosen indicators against set project targets, 

 They offer an opportunity for learning and interaction, as a check and balance of 
project objectives and need for adjustment of direction or approaches. 

 
Participatory M&E is carried out at the decentralised level with the beneficiary communities 
in all 9 SLMP geogs, but also at project management level with a range of district and 
national level stakeholders in the Annual Review Workshops. Besides these annual events, 
the project has undergone an external evaluation during the Joint Mid-Term Review of 2008, 
in collaboration with the World Bank, UNDP and DANIDA, and internal self-assessments, as a 
mechanism of internal evaluation and progress assessment. 
 
The SLM Participatory Action Planning Manual and Tool Kit describes in great detail the 
building blocks of the PM&E approach, explaining why, what, how and when we monitor, 
and what is done with the lessons learnt through monitoring. Appendix 5 of the Manual 
gives the questionnaires used for PM&E of different interventions: technologies, training & 
study trips, chiog/geog planning and organisational (e.g. group) interventions. Focus group 
discussions are used for discussions with different stakeholder groups: participants in SLM 
activities, women and vulnerable / resource poor groups. Core PM&E questions are divided 
into the following 9 specific groups: 

1. Has what was agreed in the chiog / geog SLM AP been done? 
2. What did you expect from the intervention / activity? 
3. How is the intervention performing? 
4. What difference do you see in terms of SLM? The environment? Your 

livelihoods? 
5. What are your future plans for the intervention / activity? 
6. What is the most significant change as a result of the project / interventions? 
7. Do you see any (negative) social impact? 
8. Do you see any (negative) environmental impact? 
9. How else could the project resources be used to allow greater benefit? 

 
Monitoring is carried out in a participatory and socially inclusive manner, meeting groups of 
farmers, men and women, including the village leaders and the GT. Initially the intention 
was to conduct PM&E quarterly, but the teams could not manage the workload and decided 
to monitor seasonally, as part of our support and follow-up to the interventions. Informally, 
the monitoring is much more frequent as the teams receive feedback and visit the 
communities very regularly as part of their extension work. The learning from the 
monitoring is translated into different forms of actions at community and geog level. Most 
of the changes coming out of the PM&E were decided jointly by the GSPTs and communities, 
often in consultation with the GT, without the need for formal reporting and endorsement 
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from the project management team. Only more fundamental and serious concerns were 
passed on to the senior level for consultation. The PM&E meetings were facilitated by the 
GSPTs, with a special role for the geog SLM Planners. One of their key responsibilities was to 
assist in PM&E activities, as they are close to the village communities and have inside 
knowledge of local practices and issues. The GSPT staff were accompanied by geog 
administration staff during the PM&E process, either the gup or mangmi and often the GAO.   
 
Feedback from stakeholders: 
All the stakeholders, in 29 interviews, unanimously agreed in their reports that PM&E is 
crucial and essential for SLMP as a project. All stakeholder groups saw the PM&E as an 
essential platform for “two-way communication” and as a “check-and-balance system” for the 
project.  
 
Experience sharing and check-and-balance 
Community members expressed that it helped them to share the experiences / benefits with 
other community members and that the PM&E process gave them an opportunity to check if 
planned activities had been carried out as intended. It helped them with the timely 
correction of mistakes at their end and to get necessary guidance during implementation. 
The GSPTs stated that it enabled them to compare a particular field before and after the 
activity had been implemented and thus enabled them to record the impact  
 
Putting pressure 
Some communities reported explicitly that PM&E is required to keep them active and on 
track and is good to push progress. Another chiog community reported that they were glad 
that the GSPT follows up and checks as it gve them confidence. At the same time it gave 
them pressure to reach the agreed targets by implementing the planned activities. 
Surprisingly, it was mentioned that because of monitoring they developed fear (“I have to 
show progress!”), but also ownership and they felt it to be important to guide and check 
after so much investment in SLM in their village. In Goshing geog, it was mentioned that 
initially monitoring was understood as a sign of mistrust, but now communities realise the 
importance of the PM&E.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Adjustments  
Members of the geog administration  expressed that PM&E helped them to understand any 
issues that arose during the implementation phase: e.g. a hedgerow spacing of 6m was 
requested by farmers, which is wider than the technical specification prescribed for a given 
slope angle at the site. Such adjustments were necessary as they took into account the 
practical difficulties faced by the land users, especially while ploughing their field. All teams 
agreed that PM&E is crucial as it enables changing / adopting / guiding and that some 
activities required frequent monitoring: e.g. bamboo rhizomes supplied were too small 
according to some farmers, and farmers were recommended to nurse the seedlings until 
they reached a certain height. In another example, the guidelines for wetland terracing were 
too strict according to the communities and had to be adapted to make it less cumbersome 
and more to the wishes / needs of the land users. In Nangkhor geog, the group discussions 
were done with men and women separately and cross-referenced in a mixed group 
afterwards to triangulate consistency. Here the tshogpas helped to select households that 
had participated with a particular SLM activity. It was carried out in the field at chiog level, 
but also during the GT at the geog level. Overall it helped to improve technical execution of 
SLM interventions and encouraged farmers to put forward their questions and concerns. One 
of the team members considered PM&E an important activity of the project that had helped 
them to reach where they are now. The importance of constant monitoring to check quality, 
follow-up on inputs supplied and exert social pressure/compulsion was stressed. It was also 

Goshing GSPT: “In Goshing the GSPT invites 50% of the chiog population 
(m/f) and the Focus Group Discussion gives a good picture of the progress 
and any problems. E.g.: citrus seedlings are very small/fragile, erosion rates 
have been reduced dramatically, the landscape has really changed in the 
eyes of the land users, forest resources are improving, etc. (Lamtang chiog)” 
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noted it is important to carry out PM&E selectively and in combination with other extension 
activities, because of the remote location of geogs and to be time efficient.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Collective approach 
Most geog administration staff said that they undertook PM&E as a team with the GSPT, 
which helped collaboration and learning at the geog level. Additionally, GA staff expressed 
that PM&E ensured sustainability and was needed to safeguard proper implementation. The 
teams felt that farmers tend to take care of inputs because of the monitoring, which 
essentially is a form of two-way communication and a learning process: assessing out 
failures / successes and related causal factors / reasons. It also helped to make farmers 
think of the next SLM AP and thus served as pre-planning or preparation meetings. In 
general it formed a nice tool to involve all stakeholders at the geog level 
 
Verification and picking up technical issues 
The planning teams reported some issues regarding seedling quality and choice of forest 
and horticultural seedlings (availability and late supply). PM&E served as verification before 
payment of incentives, which was felt to be a good procedure. Monitoring helped to check 
the survival rate of seedlings and maintenance and ownership shown by land users. 
 
 
 
3.4 Social and Environmental Screening  
Social and environmental screening is the process used to identify, avoid, and mitigate the 
potential negative environmental or social impacts of planned interventions. SLMP initially 
based its approach on the Environmental Management Framework and Social Assessment 
document of 2005, outlining safeguard principles and methods. In the Operational Manual, 
revised in 2007, the internal procedures were updated and subsequently applied within the 
project. Screening is more than a single event during the SLM Action Planning, and forms a 
continuous iterative process during planning, implementation and evaluation and impact 
assessment. Two distinct steps can be distinguished in the screening process: 

3. Initial screening out of intervention and activities, during the SLM action planning 
stage, that fall outside the project mandate or are not in line with overall SLM 
objectives; 

4. Continued screening, as part of the PM&E approach described above, to see if any 
negative impacts arise that have not been foreseen during planning, but which need 
mitigative action, or should be reconsidered or discontinued. 

 
Screening is done at various moments and at different levels. It is firstly done at village level 
during the chiog SLM AP and repeated at geog level, during the presentation, discussion and 
endorsement of the geog SLM AP in the GT. Although screening was initially envisaged to be 
reflected on paper for every planned activity, the project has decided to use screening as an 
integral part of the SLM planning and implementation cycle, without filling out forms.  
 
Initial screening out started at the chiog level and was part of the SLM awareness and 
capacity building during the comprehensive three-day SLM action planning in the first year. 
Since SLMP was a new project at that stage, it was important that the SLM objectives and the 
mandates of the project were made clear to the community members. The SLM focus on 
natural resources, livelihood conditions and ecosystem functioning disallowed inclusion of 
other developmental activities such as road construction, electrification or school 
construction, although these were very much needed and desired by the community. During 

Thrimshing GSPT: “PM&E is carried out as a team with the Geog 
Administration. It works in two ways, as it allows farmers also to check the 
team and give feedback to their work. Furthermore, it helps to check 
implementation progress and helps to improve and asks land users for 
reasons if activities are not carried out as planned. They feel it gives 
transparency as the community knows the budget available and how it is 
spent, hence ensuring efficiently use of funds as internal check and balance 
system and digging out reasons for failure and delay.” 
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the problem census exercise, several problems identified by the community had to be left 
out and dropped, as they did not fall within the scope of the project support. Other activities 
screened out were linked to the formal project social and environmental safeguards, related 
to government and donor policies, such as the ban on the use of certain pesticides and 
herbicides and chemical fertilizers. During the presentation of the final chiog SLM plan, the 
communities were asked explicitly to think about any negative impact on environment and 
social groups that were likely to arise from the proposed SLM interventions. If potential 
negative impacts were identified, the planning team would prompt further with some 
examples. Similar questions were repeated in the GT meeting as an extra check and to 
include the view of other communities, and even possible conflicts with other geogs about 
the use of and access to natural resources. 
 
Feedback from stakeholders 
Stakeholders confirmed that the initial screening out during the first SLM AP round resulted 
in the exclusion of quite some proposed activities for a variety of reasons. Most of them had 
to be left out as they fell outside the direct scope of SLM and related more to other thematic 
developmental activities, mainly construction and infrastructure related activities, as listed 
below. 

 Farm road construction and maintenance; 
 Bridge construction;  
 Rehabilitation of rural drinking water supply;  
 Electrification and solar lighting;  
 School construction;  
 Basic Health Unit (BHU) and outreach clinic (ORC) construction; 
 Construction of new irrigation channels; 
 Housing and roofing support. 

Other inputs that could not be supported included: 
 Pesticides and herbicides; 
 Chemical fertilisers; 
 Power tillers; 
 Guns to shoot wildlife; 
 Alarm fencing; 
 Breaking of surface stones with explosives or pneumatic jackhammer; 
 Individual fencing support (barbed wire); 
 Citrus seedlings in areas with pest / disease outbreak; 
 Cardamom seedlings (against Ministry’s guidelines due to lack of disease resistant 

varieties and environmental concerns with regards to high usage of firewood for 
drying ovens). 
 

It was decided to carry out separate feasibility studies and get proper technical assessment 
by specialists for two interventions, as they involved relatively high investments: 

 Orchard establishment; and 
 Irrigation channel renovation. 

 
For the orchard establishment, specialists from the horticultural division of the Department 
of Agriculture were asked to assess the suitability of the proposed sites. Only after their 
technical sanctions, the proposed interventions were agreed for support. Farmers were 
asked to be careful in the initial orchard establishment phase and to limit clearance of 
vegetation to a minimum to prevent bare soil to be exposed for long periods and thus 
induce surface erosion on previous well vegetated areas. 
 
Irrigation channel renovation works are often needed because of persistent slope instability 
issues like deep-seated landslides, mudflow areas, rock fall areas and flooding of intake 
areas. Engineers, responsible for irrigation channel construction and renovation do not have 
the technical background to assess geotechnical suitability for channel alignment and 
proposed renovation works. The project land management specialist, with a background in 
slope instability, carried out feasibility studies for all larger irrigation channel renovation 
proposals. A few of them were rejected as the risk was high that these channels would 
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trigger further land degradation or be unsustainable due to slope instability and repeated 
flooding of intake constructions. 
 
As part of adaptive management and with the lessons learnt from participatory M&E, the 
project made some changes on input requests. For example, in the initial years, the project 
management placed restriction on the supply of breeding bulls (Jersey and Mithun races), 
improved breeds like Jersey and Swiss Brown, and poultry and piggery. But continued 
demand placed from the stakeholders and added noted benefits for livelihood and the 
environment, the project management agreed to support the above requests in the 
following years.  
 
Social screening 
Often, communities responded that all proposed interventions are beneficial, and that it 
wasn’t necessary at all to enquire about possible negative social or environmental impacts. 
Some of the social issues that made the teams decide to screen out certain activities 
surfaced only after repeated probing. Special attention had to be paid to groups, as there 
were many proposals related to orchard establishment, improved pasture development, 
dairy production, poultry and piggery, private forestry, etc. SLMP aims to be socially 
inclusive, without excluding any vulnerable households from participating in certain 
activities. Therefore, during group formation it has to be double-checked that the vulnerable 
households were included in the proposed groups and that the benefits likely to result 
through groups were not biased towards the chrodrup (wellbeing classes) who are already 
better off. Some groups therefore were not supported and excluded from the SLM AP.  
 
Group formation was sometimes driven by the expectation of group members to be 
supported with fencing material. This could only be permitted, according to the project 
group support guidelines, if the land of the group members was clustered and not 
scattered, which would disqualify the group from support. Another social issue with group 
fencing, e.g. group orchard or group private forest establishment, was the risk of limiting or 
restricting access to natural resources to other community members. Within the 9 SLMP 
geogs, a number of activities were screened out or implemented with certain modifications 
to limit negative social impact of proposed fencing support to groups. These included, for 
example: 

 The group private forest plantation area of Dribla, Thrimshing geog, Trashigang 
district, is traditionally used by the people of Kangpara geog, a neighbouring 
municipality, for access to their villages and they have an ancient right of way. The 
young plantation was therefore only fenced above and below the main path, creating 
an access corridor to the people of Kangpara; 

 A similar situation occurred in Radhi geog, Trashigang district, where the fencing of 
a forest plantation in a severely degraded community forest impacted the traditional 
access path of the Brokpas, the people of the highland area of Merak-Sakten. Access 
to the path was therefore not restricted, leaving a corridor open to allow them their 
ancient right of way;  

 In Phuentsholing geog, Chhukha Dzongkhag, a proposed water source protection 
area was not implemented as the land title of the area belonged to a household that 
had no other dryland area to cultivate. Noting that the fencing and plantation works 
in the proposed water source area would impact the livelihoods and access to land of 
this family, the activity was excluded from the SLM AP; 

 In Lumang geog, Trashigang District, a proposed rehabilitation plan of grazing land 
and development of improved pasture in a group approach at Dunmangma caused a 
potential conflict as the area is used to gain access via a mountain pass to a 
neighbouring geog. Intended fencing work was therefore modified to maintain the 
old right of way and allow regular access to the area. 

 
Workload screening 
In addition to environmental and social screening, the SLM APs were also screened in 
relation to the workload of the land users and the GSPT. This is to ensure a realistic work 
plan and avoid overburdening the implementers. Experience has taught the teams that in 
the first planning year, the communities had often been too ambitious about their work 
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plan, not realising their own workload properly. They, for instance, planned areas too large 
to be converted into SLM practice, such as stone bunding or wetland terracing, and found 
out during implementation phase that they lacked tha labour force to actually complete the 
targeted areas. The same applied for extension staff who should limit their workload to 
manageable proportions, e.g. a forest ranger cannot plan and establish 3 community forests 
in one year, and therefore, should limit the target to 1, or 2 CFs at the most. 
 
Continued screening 
The PM&E provides the opportunity for the communities and the teams to continue, with 
regular intervals, to monitor if any negative impact of project interventions has occurred, 
and, if so, what modifications can be made or what actions undertaken to minimise the 
impact. Even after years of establishment or construction, impacts can start to surface and 
the PM&E routine enables a continuous vigilance against such unwanted and unintended 
adverse impacts. Inclusion of geog administration staff in the PM&E ensures that any 
negative impact is noted by the local authorities, and that they, as local administrative 
authority, can take action or mediate, if deemed necessary. 
 
Sequential and iterative 
The participatory approaches as presented and discussed above are closely interrelated and 
complementary. In an ideal set-up, the SLM AP cycle at geog level starts with the 
participatory chiog NR mapping that feeds into the SLM Action Planning at chiog level. 
Screening is performed during the problem census of the chiog SLM AP and repeated at the 
completion of the chiog SLM AP. Environmental and social screening of the SLM AP is also 
done during the compilation, presentation, discussion and endorsement of the geog SLM AP, 
combined with screening of the workload of the GSPTs and the communities. The PM&E is 
carried out as elements of the SLM AP and its outcome are used as input for the next chiog 
SLM AP round. The chiog NR maps, as product of the participatory NR mapping, are used to 
pinpoint and cross-check targeted areas for SLM interventions, and to evaluate and review 
the previous year’s SLM AP. Screening and PM&E are repeated and guide and steer both the 
communities and the GSPTs in improving the SLM action plans and implementation 
modalities. Figure 10 gives an overview of the sequenced application of various participatory 
approaches in the SLM cycle. The entire SLM cycle within SLMP geogs takes three years. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 10 Multi-Year SLM Cycle with iteration of participatory approaches and products 
 
 
3.5 Group and community approaches in SLM 
Group and community approaches are popular methodologies in the context of SLM to 
enhance participation at chiog level. Groups consists of households that agree to collaborate 
based on their shared interest in some commodities (e.g., bamboo and rice marketing, 
dairy, vegetable and poultry groups, NWFP groups, chilli groups, honey & beekeeping group, 
orchard and improved fodder development groups) or share common needs or constraints 
(e.g., labour-sharing group, focal village group, NRM group, land management group, 
hedgerow group, stone bunding group, water users associations, breeding bull group, water 
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source protection group, and social forestry groups (both community forestry and private 
forestry groups). Ultimately, all these groups are intended to enhance community livelihoods 
and wellbeing, improve production and ecosystem functioning, and are therefore very suited 
for the promotion of SLM. 
 
Besides the economic incentives for group members to unite themselves to enhance 
production and cash income, or facilitate commodity marketing, there are clear social 
benefits of working with a group approach. Better social bonding and cohesion, enhanced 
mutual trust and understanding, and exchange of experiences and knowledge, are all listed 
by the stakeholders as important co-benefits of collective action. There are also clear 
benefits for the decentralised government, represented by the geog administrations and the 
RNR extension staff, to be able to interact and deliver services more efficiently through 
groups rather than individual household (one-to-one) approach.  
 
Group structures vary widely: from very loose associations without formal agreements on 
paper, simply mutual understanding and without leadership structures, to groups with 
formal by-laws, chair persons and treasurers and group saving accounts. Within SLM project 
sites, groups and community approaches have gained importance as it was realised that 
some of the key constraints for proper implementation of SLM interventions can partly be 
overcome by organising community members into groups. Labour is one of the key 
problems for efficient implementation of SLM interventions, which is becoming even more 
scarce and expensive in rural communities. Sharing labour among several households in a 
common labour pool mechanism, and rotating the practical SLM work from one household’s 
land to the next has proven to be highly time-efficient and very much appreciated by the 
community members. In several geogs, such labour-saving groups were old customary 
practice that had become obsolete over the years, but has now been reintroduced and 
rejuvenated by the project for SLM purposes.  
 
As noted above, most of the groups piloted within SLMP have a common denominator: they 
all have an important element of labour sharing. Their members expressed they enjoyed the 
social benefits of group work as an important by-product. A number of these new 
approaches are documented in the BHUCAT, the Catalogue of Soil and Water Conservation 
Technologies and Approaches for Bhutan, e.g. SLM focal village, labour-saving group, land 
management group, group private forest and the NRM group. 
 
An inventory of groups within 9 SLMP geogs identified a considerable number of groups that 
have been formed over the last few years (see Table 5 and for a more detailed breakdown 
Annex 3). A portion of these groups have been formed as the project provided certain 
incentives for group development, such as fencing support for orchards, pasture 
development and private forestry groups. The incentive is provided based on certain criteria, 
including minimum number of households, minimum acreage of land, necessity to have 
clustered land in the group etc. Group formation is thus partly incentive-driven and it 
remains to be seen if these groups will sustain themselves after the end of the project. 
 
 
Table 5 Overview of number of groups in the 9 SLMP geogs, as of April 2011 
 

Geog Lumang Radhi  Thrimshing Bardo Goshing Nangkhor Bongo Logchina Phuentsholing 

Total # 
of 
groups: 
 
140 

31 16 22 18 8 16 6 16 5 
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Stakeholder feedback 
Most community members were very explicitly appreciative of the groups they took part in.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Tangible benefits 
Communities expressed that they feel that one of the main issues in many villages, 
uncontrolled free grazing, can be controlled through group approaches and the related 
social fencing function of a group with formal agreements and a set of punishment rules. 
Some groups were started during the initial training on SLM interventions and the group 
approach became a standard way of working / implementation as the group members really 
enjoyed the benefits, including the social ones, resulting from the group. Another benefit 
mentioned was the sharing of common resources, e.g. tool sets supplied by the project. 
Many stakeholders foresaw that group formation related to SLM would enhance the 
sustainability prospect of the groups, but still saw a clear need for continued support and 
guidance. 
 
Stakeholders also noted that one of the key advantages of groups is that it offered an 
opportunity to open a group saving account. In Bhutan, access to agricultural credit, 
although improving, is still a key constraint. A group saving account enables the group to 
deposit their group income safely and accumulate interest. The savings facilitate the 
purchase of necessary agricultural inputs such as seeds and seedlings and form a binding 
element that unites the household, as it is a common good, with equal access and right of 
use. Good financial performance and management will be critical to ensure future 
sustainability of the group entity. A considerable number of the groups formed within SLMP 
do have group saving accounts which, if factors like proper bookkeeping and transparency 
are taken care of, will support continued group viability post-project. 
 
Real drawbacks and limitations 
The GSPTs, however, placed a number of critical comments related to groups and their 
success and sustainability. They stated that in the SLM AP it was easy to say that farmers 
wanted a group to be formed, but that it was much more difficult in implementation, as 
conflicts arose between members over thram (legal cadastral land titles), boundaries and 
labour contribution and content of by-laws. Some argued that prior to establishment good 
consultation is needed and that the group needs to express their objectives themselves.  
 
Need for continued support 
Further support and guidance is needed to establish by-laws and the opening of group 
saving account. It was also send as recommendable to compile a simple work plan and 
management plan for all the groups. Under all circumstances, frequent monitoring and 
backstopping were viewed as essential for group success, especially at the initial stage. It 
was also argued that the need for legally binding agreements is something for later on in 
the group formation process. The recommended sequence was: try out modalities first, 
adopt and change and then fix guidelines / rules. One could take up more commodities 
later if a group became a real success and the members gained confidence. Collaboration 
with the newly formed Department of Agricultural Marketing and Cooperatives (DAMC) has 
started, but will require groups to fulfil certain guidelines and register before getting access 
to support. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Lingmapong community members, Goshing geog, Zhemgang district: “It is 
good to work in a group to ease labour, time flies by, while alone it takes 
forever. And the amount of work you do is much higher: it is time efficient and 
we have a bigger output” 
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3.6 SLM and gender 
To be socially inclusive, participatory approaches should be gender sensitive and be 
targeted to ensure a proper participation of women and men, in a balanced gender mix. 
SLMP as a project has been very proactive in stimulating and promoting women’s 
participation in all its activities, be it in planning, training activities, study tours, 
implementation of specific SLM interventions or PM&E. Teams actively document actual 
participation of male and female household members in the SLM activities. Farm labour 
shows a division, in which specific tasks are done by women and others by men. The study 
on Indigenous Technical Knowledge of Soil Fertility and Soil Management (NSSC 2010) 
documented these specific tasks and the gender balance: who does most on the land? In 
general SLM, labour is equally divided between the sexes, but with a light tendency for men 
dominating in some tasks, described as “hard physical labour”, like ploughing, stone 
bunding and terracing. Women mostly dominate in tasks like sowing, weeding and 
harvesting. 
 
Stakeholder feedback 
 
Proactive 
General feedback from all the stakeholders is that they feel that the project has been 
proactive in including and engaging women in SLM activities. In the initial phase, the teams 
had to explicitly invite enough women to participate, but this soon became the norm and 
women later on came forward voluntarily and are now mostly represented in equal numbers. 
During the SLM AP men and women were at times deliberately split up in focus group 
discussions and presented their findings separately, after which a consensus between the 
groups was sought to double-check the findings from both the male and female groups. 
 
Balanced, but specific tasks 
In a majority of the SLMP geogs, the stakeholders expressed that participation in SLM 
activities was very much at a par between the sexes, with some activities more dominated by 
male participation and others by female, but overall they stated that the balance was 50-50. 
In two geogs of Trashigang district, Thrimshing and Lumang, the stakeholders reported that 
in general more women participated in SLM activities, due to the fact that many men are 
heavily engaged in off-farm labour and therefore most farm work was done by women. In 
other geogs, like Bongo and Logchina in Chhukha district, the stakeholders reported that 
more men participated in SLM work involving hard physical labour, such as stone bunding, 
check dam construction and terracing. In Radhi geog, however, the team noted increased 
women participation even in the hard physical work, coupled with faster learning capability. 
In Goshing geog, the stakeholders saw equal participation, although initially they had to 
force women to participate, but now there are almost too many and “women have to guide 
men”.  
 
The teams reported a very high participation level of women in SLM AP and training 
programmes while participation ratios during actual implementation were at a par. In the 
various study tours organised to enhance exposure for SLM interventions and to raise 
awareness levels, there was a good and equal participation of women according to the 
communities and the teams. 
 
Some concerns 
Although the teams are convinced that they have been proactive to ensure a proper gender 
balance across the various activities of the SLM cycle, they expressed that one has to be 
careful that the message of training and planning is passed on to the whole household and 
especially to the household head. However, a point of concern was raised by various teams: 
there is very limited engagement of women in the geog administration with only a few Geog 
Administrative Officers being women and no elected female gups, mangmi’s or other office 
bearers like clerks. There are also very few women tshogpas which limis their participation 
in the GT meetings. In Lumang there are 2 female chipoens (messengers) and in Bongo and 
Logchina geogs, only a limited number of female tshogpas. The recent local elections 
confirmed this pattern, and it is thought it would be beneficiary for the gender balance to 
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have more women participation in the village and geog administration system and as 
stakeholders in the SLM process. 
 
3.7 Collaborative working at geog level 
Success of SLM planning and implementation is to a considerable degree dependent on how 
the local key stakeholders, the geog administration, the geog SLM planning teams (GSPTs) 
and the communities are collaborating. There are many factors that might influence the 
team spirit to promote and achieve SLM interventions aimed at improving rural livelihoods, 
land productivity and related ecosystem functioning. Recognising the importance of all the 
stakeholders, SLMP has tried to support and facilitate their active engagement in the SLM 
planning and implementation. In the initial phase of activities in the 9 geogs, this required 
substantial consultation of the geog administration staff, later including the geog 
administrative officer (GAO) supporting the gup and mangmi, and the GT. Awareness raising 
and capacity building regarding the concept, objectives and methods of SLM was essential 
to offer sufficient background understanding to the geog administration.  
 
In their capacity as the head of the geog and GT, they are instrumental in mobilising the 
village communities, introducing and presenting the projects objectives and methods and 
convincing and motivating households to participate actively in the project to collectively 
improve the sustainability of the natural resources and the related livelihoods conditions in 
the geog. Standing guideline of the project is therefore to include as much and wherever 
possible the active participation of geog administration staff in all elements of the SLM AP 
cycle. This ranges from planning to GT meeting, from training events and study tours and 
demonstrations and campaigns to participatory M&E. It benefits both the parties in 
improving technical understanding and also strengthening the collaboration and 
cooperation between the parties. Team effort and close collaboration also facilitated some 
of the more time-intensive SLM approaches such as SLM action planning and NR mapping, to 
be implemented on time with gup, mangmi and GA reinforcing the GSPT as they split up to 
cover all the chiogs. The same applies for participatory M&E, where the teams are informed 
about the project progress and issues.  
 
Stakeholder feedback 
 
Shared recognition 
The GSPTs and the GAs stressed the importance of a good collaboration between them as 
teams. Firstly, they recognised the importance of having a proper collaboration within their 
team, as GA or GSPT. Any lack of that will complicate the relation between the teams. GSPTs 
acknowledged the importance of the GA in successful planning and implementation of SLM 
interventions. Without GA’s support, everything becomes difficult. The geog administration 
is able to enforce community participation, to such an extent that they might simply 
participate out of respect for the geog administration rather than based on genuine interest. 
The GSPT and GA both emphasised the need for timely information flows between the 
teams, about clear work plans, targets and time lines.  
 
Crucial role of GA 
Most GA staff have been actively involved in planning and monitoring, but some have been 
absent during actual field implementation. Their presence would help if they could find time 
to do so. All teams agreed that the GA has played an important role in getting the inputs 
into the remote geogs through facilitation of portering and timely purchase and logistical 
support. The GAs also expressed that the years of intense collaboration have brought the 
GA staff and the GSPTs closer together and that they now feel more confident in their role, 
more efficient too. The placement of GAOs in the geog has meant better participation and 
support from GA to SLM. The involvement and attitude of the GA has been a crucial factor 
but there has been relatively little room for the GSPT to influence or change matters. The 
gup and mangmi are most respected by farmers, and therefore able to guide communities 
and promote their participation level. Their role thus involves guiding, convincing and 
ultimately enforcing. Some teams remarked that after the GA’s participation in study tours 
they have become more engaged and proactive in support. Teams also expressed that they 
saw their team collaboration as a part of the overall participatory approach of the project, 
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but also admitted that the gup, with his political power, can make and break a project, 
depending on personal interest and commitment. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The GAs however, are often very busy and out of station, which has caused issues, especially 
when the geog accountant is often at the Dzongkhag and budget constraints arise. Both the 
teams and GA expressed the importance to have the Geog SLM AP clearly displayed at the 
geog office for all to see and consult. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
3.8 SLM curriculum development for Non-Formal Education (NFE) 
Inclusion of young people in SLM awareness raising and capacity development has been 
given increasing importance in the geog SLM APs over the years. Although at village level 
schools have not been explicitly involved in the SLM planning process, representatives of 
primary schools have been invited and actively engaged during the geog level SLM action 
planning endorsement in the GT. This has resulted in support to certain initiatives in the 
schools, including the Nature Clubs, fruit tree seedlings and vegetable seeds for school 
campuses and ornamental trees for vegetation and beautification of school areas. The Social 
Forestry Day, celebrated on June 2nd, is also an annual event during which afforestation 
campaigns are carried out by the school youths and teachers, with limited financial support 
from the project in all the 9 SLMP geogs. 
 

 
Figure 11 Excerpt of the NFE curriculum booklet on land degradation and SLM 

The Goshing GSPT on the role of and collaboration with the GA: “Perfect 
and excellent…We work as one man… wherever the GSPT is engaged in 
implementation they will participate: this has made a great difference. 
Trust expressed towards the team is great, which translates to the public: 
they convince and stimulate the communities to participate very actively 
in SLM work. 

Thrimshing GSPT: “Participation of GA makes meetings more meaning 
full and they can easily convince the community. They act as a witness of 
agreements made and serve to have a good level of trust between 
stakeholders as farmers see plans are really implemented and see the 
impact, co-monitored by the GA.  Farmers know exactly what is in the 
plan and frequently ask WHEN inputs arrive as sign of their ownership 
and commitment to the SLM APs.” 
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A specific category of education, called Non-formal Education (NFE), focuses on those 
villagers who have missed formal education due to a variety of reasons. In many remote 
villages, NFE centres have been set up to offer short daily literacy programmes to adults, 
with a large portion of them being women. NFE instructors are trained and deployed by the 
Ministry of Education to teach at these remote and small educational facilities.  
 
In close collaboration with the School Agricultural Programme of the Council of RNR 
Research of Bhutan (CORRB) and the Ministry of Education, SLMP has initiated the 
development of a curriculum for these NFE learners on land degradation and SLM. NFE 
learners are all farmers and small-scale land owners with hands-on experience with 
agriculture and land degradation processes. A targeted curriculum on the broader context 
of the Bhutanese Himalayas, the vulnerability of steep slopes and natural resources and land 
degradation has been compiled to build awareness among NFE learners and offer some 
small-scale hands-on practical interventions for them to try out. The draft curriculum, 
developed in a write-shop was tested on a number of NFE groups and their NFE instructors, 
and subsequently edited and finally published in 2010. The curriculum booklets were 
distributed to all the NFE centres across the country, along with a three-day orientation 
training conducted jointly by the Ministries of Agriculture & Forests and the Education. 
Unlike other curriculum programmes, this will form a participatory learning module as it 
involves practical sessions on selected SLM interventions.  
 
Benefits of participatory approaches for actual implementation 
Participatory approaches have been, as discussed, of great value and impact for the SLM 
action plans and the mobilization, awareness raising and capacity building of communities. 
It is important to emphasize that the participatory approaches go beyond the planning 
phase, but have tangible impact on the actual implementation of the SLM action plans. The 
feedback of the stakeholders confirms this notion and there is solid evidence how the 
various participatory approaches discussed in this chapter have facilitated and improved the 
implementation process of SLM interventions. First of all the participatory processes 
positively influence the ownership of the communities and the implementation efficiency. 
Participatory M&E and the participatory screening approaches serve as an essential tool to 
guide and adjust the implementation, not only in terms of technical execution, but also in 
workload size and volume and in timing. Another dimension to the plan implementation as 
presented in this chapter are the co-benefits of groups in the implementation phase, 
reducing the labour constraint and easing the work load, combined with improved efficiency 
and a positive impact on sustainability. Collaborative working at geog level has been 
stressed as another critical factor, related to participatory approaches, that has a distinct 
impact on the implementation progress and success of SLM action plans at chiog and geog 
level.  
 
Key constraint for an effective implementation of SLM action plans, according to the 
stakeholders, is the labour intensive nature of many of the core SLM interventions and the 
lack of labour availability in the communities. A proper estimation of the workload involved 
in a participatory approach is therefore essential to limit the action plans to realistic 
proportions. The overall efficiency and progress of implementation is thought to have 
benefited considerably from the range of participatory approaches applied within SLMP. 
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4 Valuation of Participatory Approaches for SLM 
In the introduction, the multiple benefits of participatory approaches for application in SLM 
were presented and discussed. Key elements are that they facilitate the incorporation of 
local knowledge in planning and decision-making, enable an open two-way discussion 
between stakeholders in an atmosphere of mutual trust and equality. The approaches 
enhance the incorporation of all key stakeholders in all phases of inception, planning and 
implementation to finally monitoring and evaluation. Furthermore, awareness of the value of 
the continuous character of participatory approaches and the contribution to enhancing 
access and control over natural resources were introduced. Chapter three presented a more 
detailed description of the specific participatory approaches in the context of SLMP and the 
feedback of the key stakeholders for each approach. This Chapter appraises the 
participatory approaches based on the initial intentions of their application and the actual 
reception and valuation by the key stakeholders, and weighs up the main advantages and 
disadvantages of the participatory approaches. 
 
Participation enables area-based and community-driven approaches 
The learning experiences from more than 130 villages in the 3 SLMP districts present a 
strong case for participatory SLM approaches in planning for interventions, making use of 
land users’ knowledge of land-based problems, their causes and prioritised mitigation 
measures, resulting from a comprehensive community consultation and consensus. Local 
conditions between the geogs and even between villages within a geog, are so diverse and 
specific, that a general top-down approach for area-based issues are doomed to fail. The 
enormous agro-ecological gradients, ranging from sub-tropical to cold-temperate, prevent a 
blanket-approach to deal efficiently with the enormous spatial heterogeneity and socio-
economic diversity, This area-based ground reality, reflected in the participatory natural 
resource maps and compiled in the problem census and prioritised interventions of the 
chiog SLM Action Plan, requires a tailor-made plan of action. The chiog SLM AP is therefore 
driven by the needs of the local communities and supported by a solid analysis of their key 
land-based issues and livelihood constraints. Participatory approaches facilitate the 
development of decentralised planning, including the voices of all households, literate and 
illiterate, while creating awareness and building capacity on key developmental themes, in 
this case SLM and rural livelihoods. 
 
Participation beyond just planning 
Participation of stakeholders in SLMP has been more than a single consultation event. It 
consisted of a broader and longer term engagement between the local stakeholders, the 
communities, the geog administration and the GPSTs. Planning formed the starting point, 
and was followed by a sequence of hands-on training programmes aimed at building 
capacity of the implementers. This capacity was later translated into action, resulting in 
more effective implementation of SLM interventions, followed by monitoring and evaluation 
to get feedback on progress and issues. Key feedback of the communities was that they 
have realised through continuous engagement that plans have actually been implemented 
and felt moral pressure to implement SLM interventions as a result of a mutual agreement 
they had to live up to. The PM&E process was seen by the communities and the geog 
administration as a check-and-balance system, ticking boxes on agreements made, enabling 
technical guidance and response and sharing experiences, but also to create transparency 
on budgets and inputs involved. Communities expressed that PM&E also offered them an 
opportunity to give feedback to the teams on their extension activities, as an example of 
two-directional monitoring. 
 
Ownership and implementation efficiency 
A commonly made assumption is that participatory approaches will automatically increase 
ownership of the community members of action plans and enhance implementation. The 
feedback from all the key stakeholders is in full agreement with this assumption. 
Communities expressed they felt the responsibility to implement SLM interventions as they 
were planned and prioritised by themselves, based on their land-based issues and livelihood 
needs. Besides a moral responsibility, they underlined the importance of land for their 
livelihood, as their key asset. Ownership of the chiog SLM plan tended to increase over time, 
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with a certain level of “wait-and-see” and scepticism in the initial year of implementation, not 
unusual for farmers all over the world, as beneficiaries first want to see the impact of 
interventions, especially when they are new or innovative and unknown in a particular 
community. 
 
Capacity building, both in terms of raised awareness of environmental, land-based problems 
affecting livelihoods, as in actual enhanced skills in technical implementation of SLM 
interventions through hands-on training programmes, improved the level of commitment of 
communities. Efficiency in implementation increased in the second and third year, linked to 
increased technical know-how, confidence levels and appreciation, resulting in a greater 
sense of ownership and efficiency.  
 
Community and group approaches: valuation of co-benefits 
Group and community approaches for SLM are presented in 3.4 as a manner to enhance 
participation at community level. It was discussed how groups were formed based on shared 
interest in certain commodities (like orchards, bee-keeping groups, etc.) or on common 
needs or constraints (e.g., labour-sharing group, water-source protection group, etc.). Apart 
from the economic incentives to pool resources and enhance production and income, the 
social benefits of a group or community approaches were clearly expressed and appreciated 
by the communities and teams. Social bonding, enhanced mutual trust, a platform for 
experience exchange and easier communication and extension to groups than to individual 
farmers were listed as important co-benefits. A very important aspect of the group and 
community approaches was the ability to address a key constraint in SLM implementation: 
lack of labour. Pure labour-sharing groups have proven to be a very effective approach to 
enhance implementation efficiency, while at the same time offering clear social co-benefits. 
 
But some real drawbacks 
Groups are complex entities, with a potential for disagreements, tensions and conflicts. 
Experience with group formation in Bhutan is limited and shows a mix of failures and some 
successes. This is a reason for concern and scepticism: why would groups united in the 
context of SLM be sustainable? With about 140 groups recorded in 9 SLMP geogs, this 
sustainability question is an essential one. The collaboration with the newly formed 
Department of Agricultural Marketing and Cooperatives is therefore commendable and 
critical to explore ways to enhance the sustainability of groups in the context of SLM.  
 
SLMP has struggled with issues around group formation as they are sometimes incentive 
driven, hoping to get direct access to support as fencing material and seeds and seedlings, 
without serious desire to advance the group approach thereafter. The project therefore tried 
to formulate guidelines for group support, by setting minimum household numbers, trying 
to form groups with more or less equal and clustered land holdings between members and 
to allow access to all households, especially vulnerable ones. Feedback of the communities 
seems to be too optimistic, probably driven by the enthusiasm caused by the social benefits 
and the increased labour efficiency. Uncertainty remains if these groups will be viable post-
project, when inputs and support will be drastically reduced and groups will have to rely on 
their own capability to ensure a reliable supply of inputs and on their self-management of 
the group structure and its activities. Financial sustainability will be critical and facilitated by 
the advantages of group saving accounts, in an environment where access to financial 
institutions and rural credit is very limited. 
 
Participatory approaches in a context of decentralization 
Bhutan has gone through a rapid process of socio-economic development, changing from an 
isolated rural nation to an open, diversified society. This process has been accompanied by 
a democratisation process, cumulating in the Constitution of 2008 (see www.constitution.bt) 
and the transfer to a parliamentary democracy. Part of these historic societal changes has 
been a progressive handing over of power to decentralised institutions at village, geog and 
district level. Participatory approaches as developed and advocated by SLMP are, therefore, 
in line with the government policy to enhance local governmental institutions and to build 
capacity in planning and local administration. An essential contribution in this institutional 
build up and local empowerment is the development of a decentralised planning process 
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that is able to take stock of the pressing issues at community level and to reflect these in a 
comprehensive development agenda, the Five Year Plans, as basis for the socio-economic 
development of Bhutan. Experiences with the participatory SLM AP methodology are being 
shared with the Gross National Planning Commission and other development partners such 
as UNDP and DANIDA. It is thought essential to at least mainstream elements of the SLM AP 
into the preparation methodology of the FYPs. Continued collaboration with GNHC and other 
stakeholders in the decentralised planning process development is, therefore, essential in 
the last year of the project. 
 
More than just facilitating the demands and needs of land users 
The main advantage of the various participatory approaches as presented is the opportunity 
to listen to the needs and issues of individual households, empowering local communities in 
decision-making over use and access to natural resources and incorporating local 
knowledge in planning and implementation. The teams and geog administration staff 
emphasize the need to be able to voice their concerns, infuse their technical knowledge in 
planning and implementation and guide the communities in the various stages of SLM 
implementation. Participatory action planning, mapping and M&E do not only include the 
demands of the community members, but offer a platform for the GSPTs to transfer 
knowledge, raise awareness and build capacity. It is part of the technical responsibility of 
RNR extension staff to suggest improvements and alternatives and ensure that suggested 
interventions are sustainable. Preference by farmers will often be given to inputs with direct 
benefits as improved seeds, but long-term impact, inherent to many physical SLM 
interventions, should be safeguarded by the GSPTs and some degree of persuasion and 
convincing of the communities will be necessary to ensure sustainability and lasting impact. 
The participatory approaches represent in this manner an open learning environment in 
which stakeholders learn from each other and base their decisions on knowledge sharing 
and consensus. 
 
Disadvantages to deal with 
Although they offer a series of considerable advantages and opportunities participatory 
approaches for SLM also have some weaknesses that have to be addressed. 
They are: 

 The various participatory approaches are resource intensive, as they are demanding 
in different ways as they require substantial inputs of time and energy of the 
facilitating teams and government administration, as well as the often very busy land 
users. Multi-day planning events and natural resource mapping programmes in a 
community require a serious investment of valuable time of small-scale land users. 
Efforts should therefore be made to time and plan these activities to coincide with 
lean periods in the agricultural calendar, like in winter, and not burden the critical 
growing and harvesting season. The participatory processes are relying on 
continuous engagement and sequential visits and consultation sessions and are 
therefore demanding, also in budgetary terms, as extension staff rely on travel and 
daily allowances and the organisation of food and refreshments are common 
incentives for community meetings. 

 Group formation and community approaches require considerable skills and 
experience of extension staff to guide this complex process, including drafting of 
by-laws and other community agreements, bookkeeping skills and the facilitation of 
group formation process and related dynamics. The teams reported to have gone 
through a steep learning curve and to be rather confident now, but there is a clear 
need for additional skill development and guidance of extension staff. Some of the 
extension staff participated in a two-week training course on “Facilitation and 
Conflict Management in Natural Resources” which was greatly appreciated and very 
relevant for the field practice in their daily work. Working with the large number of 
groups formed represents a considerable workload for the teams and offers a 
challenge to guiding all groups sufficiently.  

 Process documentation is a weak point of the participatory approaches, except for 
the SLM action planning and mapping, based on a detailed manual and tool set and 
compiled into consistent chiog and geog work plans and budgets. Screening and 
PM&E are essential parts of the participatory SLM cycle, but are not consistently 
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reflected on paper and used for adjustment at local level. Although there is a strong 
argument that this should essentially be carried out at community level, there is 
currently a lack of information flow towards project management level, hampering 
the learning process. 

 There is a certain risk that community members are influenced by vocal and locally 
respected or influential people, who could steer a majority towards their 
preferences and cause bias. Although team members are trained to deal with these 
incidences, they are difficult to cope with and could influence the content of SLM 
action plans. One could argue that this would also happen with less participatory, 
more conventional planning methods, but it is still a real issue to be addressed. 

 Participatory approaches strongly rely on commitment and leadership by the GSPTs 
and geog administration staff. If, for whatever reason, these stakeholders are not 
strong teams or not collaborating efficiently, the whole set-up becomes more 
complicated. Collaborative working can facilitate the whole participatory character of 
the SLM approaches and bring it to another level, but could endanger the impact of 
the approaches considerably if it is absent. 

 
Overview strengths and weakness 
Table 6 presents an overview of the main advantages and disadvantages of the application 
of participatory approaches in SLM, drawn from the discussions presented in the previous 
sections and the feedback from key stakeholders. 
 
Table 6  An overview of advantages and disadvantages of participatory approaches 

Advantages Disadvantages 
Enhances community ownership and 
commitment 

Is resource-intensive (time, budget, energy / 
labour) 

Promotes inclusion of all households in 
decision-making on use and access to NR 

Initially risks to be overwhelming / confusing 

Facilitates access and incorporation of local 
land-based knowledge 

Requires commitment and leadership of key 
stakeholders to be effective 

Generates social co-benefits: 
 Community cohesion and trust 
 Exchange of experiences and 

opinions 
 Benefits of groups: labour-sharing, 

uniting forces vs. individual 
households 

Need considerable skills and experience of 
planning teams and geog administration 
staff to guide a complex process: stamina, 
motivation and dedication 

Provides an interactive check-and-balance 
system through PM&E and screens out and 
identifies adverse impacts 

Process documentation remains often oral 
and at local level and hampers a broader 
learning process 

Eases and improves implementation 
(efficiency, ownership, awareness) 

 

Promotes collaborative working at 
municipality level 

 

Includes students and NFE learners in 
awareness and capacity building 

 

 
Although this overview is not exhaustive in extent, there are apparently more advantages 
than weaknesses. The advantages are convincing in valuing participatory approaches for 
SLM, but the listed disadvantages should be taken very seriously as they might ultimately 
hamper wider application of participatory approaches and obstruct the mainstreaming of 
SLM-linked participatory approaches into broader government policies. The critical 
disadvantage of most participatory approaches for SLM, be it SLM AP, NR mapping or group 
approaches, is their resource-intensive nature. They require considerable amounts of time of 
the stakeholders involved, compared to conventional methods and are more budget-
intensive through the need for sequential and iterative consultation meetings. A case can be 
made here that these investments in time, budget and energy will be paid back by the 
higher levels of commitment, ownership and social cohesion, combining into a higher 
efficiency in the implementation, and ultimately sustainability of SLM interventions. 
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5 Conclusions and Recommendations 
This concluding Chapter wraps up the key findings of this report and presents a number of 
suggestions and recommendations based on the experiences and learning documented and 
are aimed at further development, advancement and application of participatory approaches 
in SLM and beyond. 
 
5.1 Conclusions 

 The Participatory SLM Action Planning methodology has proven to be an excellent 
approach for community-based planning of SLM, enhancing community commitment 
and ownership, facilitating inclusion of local knowledge in decision-making and 
participation of all households, even the illiterate, regarding the sustainable use and 
access to natural resources. 

 The Participatory SLM Action Planning, in combination with related approaches like 
NR mapping and participatory M&E, provides an interactive system of check-and-
balance and ease and improve implementation of SLM interventions. The approaches 
form an integrated system that facilitates continuous engagement and participation 
of the communities and other stakeholders involved. 

 The various participatory approaches presented and discussed reinforce the 
knowledge-based concept of SLM, facilitating the incorporation of traditional 
knowledge, before adding innovative SLM approaches. 

 An open two-way communication between the key stakeholders at the decentralised 
level, in an open atmosphere of mutual trust, demands farmers and extension staff 
to be critical and to be understanding of each other’s opinions and views. It requires 
the parties to carefully evaluate local knowledge and practices and compare these 
with new practices for their value with regards to enhanced sustainability and 
livelihood contribution. 

 Full participation can only be reached through involvement of all key stakeholders 
and in a continuous process, which is iterative and open for learning and 
readjustment and change of approaches. 

 The participatory approaches, especially the SLM AP and the NR mapping 
methodology, have good scope for application for a wider use in the RNR domain and 
for even broader use in land-based spatial planning at decentralised and regional 
level. Use of elements of the SLM AP in new projects and for RNR planning for the 
next Five Year Plan is considered to have great value. 

 The use of photomaps as base maps has proven to facilitate the participation of local 
communities and to serve as an efficient tool for knowledge extraction and providing 
a participatory dialogue on land-based issues at community level.  

 The participatory approaches documented are effective in creating community 
ownership and enhancing implementation ease and efficiency. They facilitate the 
development of tailored-made SLM action plans and continued learning and 
improvement of the interventions and approaches applied through the iterative and 
continuous engagement between the key stakeholders.  

 The self-organisation of communities into shared interest and commodity groups and 
various community approaches generates, in addition to intended benefits,  other 
important social co-benefits through improved social bonding, enhanced mutual trust 
and as a platform for experience exchange. 

 Groups also address one of the, if not the most, critical constraints for SLM 
implementation, i.e. the lack of labour. Labour sharing and pooling in groups has 
proven to be a very effective approach to enhance implementation efficiency, while at 
the same time offering clear social co-benefits. 

 Sustainability of group approaches is, however, a concern and dependent on a 
complex set of factors. Groups require continued support and their sustainability 
remains uncertain. Continued efforts for group and community approaches are 
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necessary and collaboration with key stakeholders, especially with the DAMC, will be 
vital. 

 The participatory approaches as documented fit very well with the governmental 
policy to enhance local government institutions and to build capacity in planning and 
local administration. An essential contribution in this institutional build up and local 
empowerment is the development of a decentralised planning process that is able to 
take stock of the pressing issues at community level and to reflect this in a 
comprehensive development agenda, the Five Year Plans, as basis for the socio-
economic development of Bhutan. 

 Participatory action planning, mapping and M&E not only include the demands of the 
community members, but offer a platform for the GSPTs to transfer knowledge, raise 
awareness and build capacity. Thus, the participatory approaches present an open 
learning environment in which stakeholders learn from each other and make 
decisions on basis of knowledge sharing and consensus. 

 Participatory approaches for SLM, although they offer a series of considerable 
advantages and opportunities, come with some weaknesses that have to be 
addressed: 

o They are resource-intensive and require time, energy and budget; 
o They require considerable skills and experience of extension staff; 
o They rely on proper documentation of the local learning to improve the 

overall methodology and enrich the learning process; 
o There is a risk of bias and dominance by vocal and locally respected or 

influential people, who could steer the planning process; and 
o The approaches strongly rely on commitment and leadership by the GSPTs 

and geog administrations. Collaborative working can facilitate the whole 
participatory character of the SLM approaches and bring it to another level, 
but if is absent could endanger the impact of the approaches considerably. 

 The listed disadvantages should be taken very seriously as they might ultimately 
hamper wider application of participatory approaches and obstruct mainstreaming of 
SLM linked participatory approaches into broader government policies. 

 It is argued that the advantages of the participatory approaches for SLM outweigh 
the disadvantages and that investment in time, budget and energy will be paid back 
by higher levels of commitment, ownership and social cohesion. They will result in a 
greater efficiency in the implementation and ultimately sustainability of SLM 
interventions. 
 
 

5.2 Recommendations 
 Based on the SLMP experience, it is highly recommended to make use of 

participatory approaches for planning, implementation and monitoring of SLM 
interventions at a decentralised level to ensure community commitment, ownership 
and implementation efficiency. 

 It is suggested to promote collaborative working at a decentralised level through the 
promotion of integration of RNR sectors, with SLM as an integrating concept, and 
through advocacy of a close working relationship with the geog administration staff 
in planning, implementation and monitoring of SLM interventions. 

 The opportunities to apply participatory approaches should be explored for the 
infusion in decentralised community-based planning for FYP development and for 
other decentralised planning related to spatial zoning or use of natural resources. 

 To strengthen group and community approaches it is necessary to explore further 
collaboration with DAMC to develop guidelines for continued group and community 
support to enhance the sustainability of these group processes. 

 The use of participatory photo maps is recommended to be explored for various 
forms of Natural Resource Management, such as social forestry (CF management 
plans, NWFP management plans) and geog level RNR planning, and, beyond the strict 
RNR domain for other forms of decentralised spatial planning such as infrastructure 
development (road alignment studies), hazard zoning and urban planning. 



Participatory Approaches in SLM: The Bhutan Experience 

 

51 
 

 It is recommended to continue to support the NFE sector and, in a later phase, the 
formal education sector, with curriculum development, training of instructors and 
teachers, to mainstream SLM as a basic knowledge concept.  

 It is suggested to continue to engage in a participatory manner with key 
stakeholders beyond the RNR sector such as infrastructure development, hydropower 
and watershed management and environment to safeguard a broad SLM approach 
and ensure the stakeholders’ valuation and incorporation of SLM approaches in their 
sectoral policies. 
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Annex 1a Interview Format for Community Members (Farmers) 

Date:    Place 
Geog: 
Chiog: 
 

Introduction: Objectives, scope, 3 distinct parts for documentation, not a final evaluation, focus on 
learning points, best practices and key lessons 

1 Focus Group members: 
Male:    Female: 
Young / Medium / Old          

2 Have you all participated in SLMP activities? What kind of activities? 
3 What were your expectations when SLMP came to this geog? Have they been met? 
4 Is your geog a proper geog for SLM? (Why?) 
 
 What have been your experiences up to now with SLMP? 
5 With the SLM Action Planning: what did you think of this planning and did it identify the 

main land-based problems you have? 
6 What are the main land-based problems identified? 
7 Were you happy with the final chiog SLM action plan? Did this help to reduce the main 

problems with the land? 
8 What are your experiences with the implementation of the actual technical SLM 

interventions in your chiog? 
9 What has been the best activity supported by SLMP for you for: 

A the land: reducing land degradation (what activity and why? What is most 
successful and should be more widely replicated and why. What is not working?) 
(reasons/factors) 
B your livelihood: income support (what activity and why?) (Reasons/factors) 

10 How is the participation of women in the SLM activities? 
11 Is any group formed to do SLM related work? If so, what is your experience with this 

group? (type of group work, arrangements). Will it last after the project stops? 
12 Has your chiog changed because of the SLM interventions? If so, why and how? 
13 What are the main problems you face with doing the SLM work on your land? 
14 After the project stops, will you continue with SLM activities that have been started/introduced 

by SLMP? What activities and why?  
15 How do you think about the training activities SLMP has carried out? What has been the 

most useful training and how could we improve or what would you need more training 
for? 

16 SLMP has tried to work with you on reducing land degradation; what long-term 
interventions will be lasting (sustainable) after the project finishes? (e.g. terracing as 
prompt) 

17 What are your experiences with the participatory M&E? How often did the geog SLMP 
staff do this?   

18 If you walk into your chiog now, is there any visible change because of SLMP? 
19 What were your experiences with the SLM NR mapping of your chiog and the application 

of the maps for the SLM AP? 
20 What do you think of the social and environmental screening carried out during the SLM 

AP? Did we screen out many activities? And which and why? Would you have preferred 
that some of these activities could have been supported by SLMP? 
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21 How would you describe the role of the geog administration: how are the geog 
administration staff engaged in the SLM process? 
(planning, advocating, monitoring, integral part of development activities, role of GAO (from 
year 2-3), communication/collaboration with GSPT, SLM(P) in GYT and special GYT) 

22 How would you describe the collaborative working at geog level, between extension 
teams, you and the geog administration staff? Could it be improved and how? 

23 SLMP’s 2 main objectives are to mitigate land based problems and advocate, promote and 
implement more sustainable land management practices, and, at the same time, 
enhancing the livelihoods of farmers. Is the project succeeding?  
A Successes (reasons/factors): 
B Failures (reasons/factors): 

24 Could you name some Indigenous SLM or soil and water conservation technologies and 
approaches used by you in your chiog before SLMP started? 

25 What would you consider to be the key lessons to be learnt from SLMP and why? 
26 What would you recommend other projects to use from the SLMP experience? 
27 Do you have recommendation to RGoB based on your chiog SLM experiences? 
28        Which interventions are most popular with the farmers and why? 
29 SLMP has tried a mixture of short-term (mostly inputs for direct return) and long-term 

(SLM) interventions; what do you think of this approach and how has this worked out? 
30 SLMP has tried to include as much as possible vulnerable households in the AP’s: what do 

you think of this and what are your experiences with it? 
31 What questions did you miss in this interview or what information would you like to add? 
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Annex 1b Interview Format for Geog Administration (GA) 

Date:    Place 

Geog:………………………………………………… 

Introduction: Objectives, scope, 3 distinct parts for documentation, not a final evaluation, focus on 
learning points, best practices and key lessons 

1 Gup         yr 
Mangmi        yr    

 Geog Admin. Officer       yr 
2 How long have you been in function here in this geog and what was your position before this?  

Gup 
 Mangmi 
 GAO 
3 How did you get training / information / skills related to SLM? 
 (SLM AP / study tour / SLM training / others) 
4 Do you feel confident in explaining the importance of SLM to your communities (and 
why?) 
5 Is your geog a proper geog for SLM? (Why?) 
6 What are your experiences with Geog SLM Action Planning (year 1 and 2/3) 
7 How did the community members react to the SLM AP and did this change over time? 
8 How has the collaboration with the GSPT developed over time? How do you rate it? (to be 

improved, positive, supportive etc.). Has it been important for the success of the project? 
9 Did the Dzongkhag sectors support you sufficiently with the SLM work? 
10 Would you consider the SLM AP methodology  a success and why/why not?  
11 Would you use elements of the SLM AP in a new RGoB posting? 
12 Did the SLM AP help you to identify the most important land-based NR / SLM problems? 
13 How could the SLM AP process be improved? And would it be easy to scale-up to 

Dzongkhag level? (all or many other geogs) 
14 What were your experiences with the SLM NR mapping of all the chiogs and the 

application of the maps for the SLM AP? 
15 What do you think of the social and environmental screening carried out during the SLM 

AP? Did you screen out many activities? And which and why? 
16 What are your experiences with the participatory M&E? How often did you do this?  What 

are general reactions of community members? 
17 How would you describe engagement of women in SLM? 

(Women participation / gender sensitivity / inclusiveness of process/Pro-active steps of the 
project for women engagement) 

18 What forms of Group and Community Approaches in SLM implementation can you name 
in your geogs? How have these evolved? How do you feel about these approaches? 
(Labour sharing vs. individual farmers etc.) 

19 How would you describe the community engagement (role of geog administration): how 
are you, as geog administration staff, engaged in the SLM process? Is there a difference 
between your chiogs regarding community commitment and what are causal factors 
behind this? 
(planning, advocating, monitoring, integral part of development activities, role of GAO (from 
year 2-3), communication/collaboration with GSPT, SLM(P) in GYT and special GYT) 
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20 How would you describe the collaborative working at geog level, between extension 
teams, community members and geog administration staff? Could it be improved and 
how?  

21 SLMP’s 2 main objectives are to mitigate land based problems and advocate, promote and 
implement more sustainable land management practices, and, at the same time, 
enhancing the livelihoods of farmers. Is the project succeeding? What is most successful in 
your Dzongkag and should be more widely replicated and why. What is not working? 
a. Successes (reasons/factors): 
b. Failures (reasons/factors): 

22 Could you name some Indigenous SLM or soil and water conservation technologies and 
approaches used by farmers in your chiogs?  (prior to SLMP start and interventions) 

23 What do you consider to be the best technical SLM intervention in your chiogs and why? 
What are the success factors? What makes these interventions “THE BEST?” 

24 What are specific strengths and weaknesses of these best SLM practices?  
(Labour demand, Long-term impact / short-term needs, Multiple benefits, Livelihood benefit 
through income generation (e.g. sale of bamboo), Reduction on pressure on natural 
resources (forest collection/grazing etc.), Replicability / replication willingness / actual 
replication-adaptation in neighbourhood 
A 
B 
C 

25 What would you consider to be the key lessons to be learnt from SLMP and why? 
26 What would you recommend other projects to use from the SLMP experience? 
27 Do you have recommendation for policy development based on your geog SLM 

experiences? 
28 SLMP has initially focused on inclusion, trying to reach all chiog households, but has later 

on shifted towards a 2-tier strategy, with areal focus in limited focal chiogs to have 
improved visual impact. What do you think of these 2 approaches and what can we learn 
from your experiences? 

29 Which interventions have had most impact on the farmers livelihoods (from a socio-
economic perspective) and which interventions have been most successful in reducing 
land degradation? 

 A Socio-Economic impact (+factors/reasons): 
 B Environmental impact (+factors/reasons): 

30  Which interventions are most popular by the farmers and why? 
31  SLMP has tried a mixture of short-term (mostly inputs for direct return) and long-term 

(SLM) interventions; what do you think of this approach and how has this worked out? 
32 SLMP has made use of FCs at Dzongkhag level; what are your experiences with this 

approach and would it be a set-up to replicate by other projects or programmes and why? 
33 SLMP has tried to include as much as possible vulnerable households in the AP’s: can you 

tell about your experience with supporting these poorest groups and give some examples 
how you have done that? 

34 What questions did you miss in this interview or what information would you like to add? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Participatory Approaches in SLM: The Bhutan Experience 

 

58 
 

Annex 1c Interview Format for Geog SLM Planning Team (GSPT) 

Date:    Place 

Geog:………………………………………………… 

Introduction: Objectives, scope, 3 distinct parts for documentation, not a final evaluation, focus on 
learning points, best practices and key lessons 

1 GSPT members:         yr 
AgriEO:           yr 
LivestockEO:          yr 

 Forest Ranger:          yr 
 GSPs:            
 1.            yr 
 2.           yr 
 3.           yr 
 4.           yr 
2 How long have you been placed here in this geog? (add years behind team member name) 
3  How did you get training / information / skills related to SLM? 
 (NRTI / college / SLM-bioengineering training / study tour / SLM training / others) 
4 Do you feel confident in extending SLM knowledge to the farmers? (and why?) 
5 Is your geog a proper geog for SLM? (Why?) 
6 What are your experiences with Geog SLM Action Planning (year 1 and 2/3) 
7 How did the community members react to the SLM AP and did this change over time? 
8 How has the collaboration with the geog administration developed over time? How do you 

rate it? (to be improved, positive, supportive etc.). Has it been important for the success of 
the project? 

9 Did the Dzongkhag sectors support you sufficiently with the SLM work? 
10 Would you consider the SLM AP methodology  a success and why/why not?  
11 Would you use elements of the SLM AP in a new geog posting? 
12 Did the SLM AP help you to identify the most important land-based NR / SLM problems? 
13 How could the SLM AP process be improved? And would it be easy to scale-up to 

Dzongkhag level? (all or many other geogs) 
14 What were your experiences with the SLM NR mapping of all the chiogs and the 

application of the maps for the SLM AP? 
15 What do you think of the social and environmental screening carried out during the SLM 

AP? Did you screen out many activities? And which and why? 
16 What are your experiences with the participatory M&E? How often did you do this?  What 

are general reactions of community members? 
17 How would you describe engagement of women in SLM? 

(Women participation / gender sensitivity / inclusiveness of process/Pro-active steps of the 
project for women engagement) 

18 What forms of Group and Community Approaches in SLM implementation can you name 
in your geog? How have these evolved? How do you feel about these approaches? (Labour 
sharing vs. individual farmers etc.) 

19 How would you describe the community engagement (role of geog administration): how 
are administration staff engaged in the SLM process? 
(planning, advocating, monitoring, integral part of development activities, role of GAO (from 
year 2-3), communication/collaboration with GSPT, SLM(P) in GYT and special GYT) 
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20 How would you describe the collaborative working at geog level, between extension 
teams, community members and geog administration staff? Could it be improved and 
how? 

21 SLMP’s 2 main objectives are to mitigate land based problems and advocate, promote and 
implement more sustainable land management practices, and, at the same time, 
enhancing the livelihoods of farmers. Is the project succeeding? What is most successful 
and should be more widely replicated and why. What is not working? 
c. Successes (reasons/factors): 
d. Failures (reasons/factors): 

22 Could you name some Indigenous SLM or soil and water conservation technologies and 
approaches used by farmers in your geog? 

23 What do you consider to be the best technical SLM interventions in your geog and why? 
What are the success factors? (Best refers to these interventions that have been making 
most impact and are accepted and appreciated by the farmers, so not reflecting total area). 
What makes these interventions “THE BEST?”. 

24 What are specific strengths and weaknesses of these best SLM practices?  
(Labour demand, Long-term impact / short-term needs, Multiple benefits, Livelihood benefit 
through income generation (e.g. sale of bamboo), Reduction on pressure on natural 
resources (forest collection/grazing etc.), Replicability / replication willingness / actual 
replication-adaptation in neighbourhood 
A 
B 
C 

25 What would you consider to be the key lessons to be learnt from SLMP and why? 
26 What would you recommend other projects to use from the SLMP experience? 
27 Do you have recommendation for policy development based on your geog SLM 

experiences? 
28 SLMP has initially focused on inclusion, trying to reach all chiog households, but has later 

on shifted towards a 2-tier strategy, with areal focus in limited focal chiogs to have 
improved visual impact. What do you think of these 2 approaches and what can we learn 
from your experiences? 

29  Which interventions have had most impact on the farmers livelihoods (from a socio-
economic perspective) and which interventions have been most successful in reducing land 
degradation? 

 A Socio-Economic impact (+factors/reasons): 
 B Environmental impact (+factors/reasons): 

29 Which interventions are most popular by the farmers and why? 
30 SLMP has tried a mixture of short-term (mostly inputs for direct return) and long-term 

(SLM) interventions; what do you think of this approach and how has this worked out? 
31 SLMP has made use of FCs at Dzongkhag level; what are your experiences with this 

approach and would it be a set-up to replicate by other projects or programmes and why? 
33 SLMP has tried to include as much as possible vulnerable households in the AP’s: can you 

tell about your experience with supporting these poorest groups and give some examples 
how you have done that? 

34 What questions did you miss in this interview or what information would you like to add? 
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ANNEX 2 Steps of the participatory Natural resource mapping 
methodology 
 
STEP 1: Training of the local teams 
The first step in the field consists of the training on participatory NR mapping of the local 
teams. SLMP works in its geogs with the RNR extension agents and locally recruited geog 
SLM Planners or GSPs, who work as a liaison between the geog team and the chiog 
communities.  The RNR staff and the GSPs jointly form the geog SLM Planning Team or GSPT. 
The geog administration represented by the gup (elected head of the geog), mangmi (second 
in charge of the geog) and geog administrative officer are also invited to join the training. 
The training of the local teams is crucial as they are the main facilitators of the NR mapping 
of the chiogs of their geog. As local staff they have the advantage of being very well 
acquainted with the local communities and their land and existing land-based problems, be 
it in agriculture, forestry or livestock. The training of the local team takes up about two days 
and includes an introduction to mapping of natural resources, photo maps as base maps, 
the use of Internet-based images (QuickBird) and the compilation of a mapping legend. 
Additional training is given on the use of GPS (Global Positioning System) for the positioning 
and measurement of points and areas of interest (both theoretical background and hands-on 
training and practice). The description of soil, making use of an auger and standardised soil 
description formats, forms another part of the training. The teams are instructed to ensure 
active participation of the community members and to record the information brought 
forward by the community in a standardised questionnaire / check list on natural resources 
and land-based problems. 
 
STEP 2: Test chiog mapping exercise 
After the initial training of the geog team, a chiog is chosen to bring the training into 
practice and to make the team familiar with the mapping procedure. The objective is to 
make everyone confident in facilitating the participatory mapping process independently. As 
some of the geogs are made up of many chiogs, it is a necessity to split up the geog team 
into smaller groups to cover all the chiogs of the geog. It is always good to start consultation 
using the photo maps and detailed satellite images to get an overview of the landscape and 
how it is being used by the community. Based on the map and image, one should plan a 
couple of short transect walks through the main land-use areas close to the settlement to 
get an understanding of the land-use types and land cover. In the beginning of the test 
chiog exercise the resource persons will start with the mapping process by holding the maps 
and putting the first lines on paper in consultation with a limited number of community 
members. While in the field, it is important to make sure that the photo map is always 
rightly oriented (facing the same direction as you are looking towards) and to always first 
locate your exact position on the photo map. This should be done as precisely as possible 
(one should be able to pinpoint one’s position on the map with the point of a pencil). One 
should start mapping those areas that are easy and straightforward with clear and simple 
boundaries. Once these are done, the next step is to add other, more complex areas. 
Gradually, during the test chiog mapping exercise, the resource persons will step aside and 
hand over the actual mapping to the trainees together with the community members. At the 
end of the mapping exercise, the trainees should feel confident to be able to locate 
themselves continuously on the map and to delineate land use and land cover areas.  
 
STEP 3  Generation of Natural Resource Maps of all chiogs in the field 
After the training, the GSPT will start to map all the chiogs of the geog. If the geog is larger 
in geographic area and number of chiogs, the team l split up in two groups to speed up the 
mapping process. Upon arrival in the chiog, the local tshogpa is contacted and a number of 
land users is asked to participate in the mapping process. It is not necessary to have all the 
households participate in the field mapping, as this could complicate the field work, but 
participants should ideally be from different parts of the chiog and include some older 
people, with better historical knowledge of past land use, events and trends. Guided by the 
local land users, the team visits all main land-use areas and any areas with land degradation 
problems. In the field, the group should start delineating land-use areas and mark the local 
names used for any distinct area, streamlet, settlement areas or other landmarks as soon as 
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possible, Strategic transects should be followed to gain a better understanding of the land 
cover and use, making use of strategic views to opposite slopes or on larger land use 
complexes. Time required to map a given area will depend on the geographic area of the 
chiog. It can range from one to about three days based on past mapping experience in more 
than 130 villages in 9 SLMP geogs. 
 
STEP 4  Reconnaissance soil maps 
Information on soils is essential for a better understanding of the problems and 
opportunities of the land for agricultural use. Knowledge of soil fertility status and soil 
depth and soil type are necessary to understand certain land-use issues and to be able to 
advise land users for improvement of their land management practices. The mapping of NR 
maps is, therefore, combined with a very basic soil mapping, identifying the main soil types 
at village level and producing a reconnaissance soil map, depicting the main soil types 
identified. During the NR mapping, soil is described using a soil auger and a standardised 
and simplified soil description format that is compatible with the national soil database of 
NSSC, BHUSOD. Soils are sampled along logical transects or catenas and both top and sub-
soil samples are collected for further physical and chemical analysis at NSSC (soil fertility, 
organic matter, texture, etc.). It is also important to ask the land user’s traditional 
knowledge about the soil, the names given and their properties and use. A soil map is then 
drawn on a transparent film using information from the soil auger points overlaid on the 
draft NR map. 
 
STEP 5  Community meeting 
After mapping all main land use areas, and other areas of interest in the village, a meeting is 
organised with the community to jointly produce a draft NR map of the village. Most of the 
community meetings are well attended by a majority of the community members, but it is 
important to have representatives from different land-use areas in the chiog and of different 
age groups. The meeting starts with an explanation of the NR mapping exercise, the use in 
the SLM AP and the expected outcome. As a first step, the chiog boundary is put on the map 
following the directions of the community, identifying the land areas that belong to the 
chiog and those that fall outside. Making use of the field maps produced, the main land use 
areas are drawn on the map, identifying irrigated wetland complexes, dryland areas, and 
forest areas and their use. A checklist is used to document the main natural resources and 
their use, e.g. source of wood and Non-Wood Forest Products (NWFPs), grazing areas 
(tshamdro), leaf litter collection areas (sokshing), etc. Areas of land degradation are also 
identified and delineated on the map, such as landslides, gullies and areas prone to floods 
or other natural hazards. At the end of the meeting, the map of the natural resources of the 
chiog will be filled with closed polygons with specific land use or cover and with an 
indication of the collection of natural resources from the forest areas and areas of land 
degradation. This information is combined with additional information on the hydrological 
network (springs, streamlets, marshy land etc.) and local names of all these areas. It is often 
surprising how much information the NR map can contain, based purely on the local 
knowledge of the land users. The community meeting is ended with a last query on 
indigenous technical knowledge (ITK) on soils and soil management. 
 
STEP 6  Digitisation and printing of final NR map 
After completion of the field mapping, the draft field maps are brought to Thimphu for 
digitisation at NSSC by GIS staff. The map polygons and all other geographic information 
reflected on the map, such as names and hydrological network, are entered into a 
Geographic Information System (GIS) making use of a digitising tablet. The digital version of 
the map is printed out (see Figure 9 for example) and checked and edited by the GIS staff 
together with a staff member who actually took part in the NR mapping exercise in the field. 
 
STEP 7  Use of the NR map in the SLM AP 
The final edited version of the digitized chiog NR map is printed and taken back to the chiog 
for use during the annual SLM AP cycle. The map is used to indicate and point out areas 
identified for SLM interventions (with name and estimated area) or used to review and 
evaluate the last year’s SLM AP, to discuss progress and possible need for additional 
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activities in certain areas. If a final map is not yet digitised, the draft field map can be used 
for this purpose. 
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Annex 3 Overview of type of groups per SLMP geog and accumulative total 

Geog Type of groups Total 

Lumang 17 Orchard groups 
2 Vegetable groups 
1 Dairy group 
2 Poultry groups 
1 Piggery group 
7 Pasture development groups 
1 CFMG 

31 

Radhi 2 CFMGs (Urphu and Sharmidung) 
2 Private group forest (Cheyma and Drung Goempa) 
1 Labour-sharing group for bamboo plantation 
6 WUA s 
1 Land management group (Drung Goempa) 
1 Pasture development (8 sub-groups)  
1 Dairy group 
2 Orchard groups (Pakaling and Cheyma) 
1 NRM group 

16 

Thrimshing 2 Hedgerow groups (Berdungma and Pheg-Bong) 
1 Poultry group 
2 Group private forests (Dribla and Tsangpo) 
13 Group orchards 
1 Water source protection group 
1 CFMG (jointly with RSPN) 
1 Dairy group 
1 Breeding bull community group (Wemkar) 

22 

Bardo 12 Vegetable groups (Bardo 4, Komshar 1, Phulabi 1 
and Digala 6) 
3 CFMGs 
1 Stone bunding and  
1 Chhuzhing terracing labour-sharing group 
1 Group orchard 

18 

Goshing 2 CFMGs (Mewangang and Budashi) 
6 SLM groups in every chiog (mainly for hedgerows, 
stone bunding and terracing) 

8 

Nangkhor 5 CFMGs 
3 Poultry-vegetable groups (Kikhar, Buli and Dakpai) 
1 Orchard group (Goling) 
1 Early chilli group (Goling) 
6 WUAs (exact number not known) 

10 

Bongo 2 CFMGs (Gedu, Pakshikha) 
2 Vegetable groups (Pakshikha, Beri) 
1 Labour-sharing group Pakshika 
1 Mushroom marketing group 

6 

Logchina 2 CFMGs 
1 Beekeeping group 
12 Labour-sharing groups 
1 FYM construction group 

16 

Phuentsholing 2 Labour-sharing groups (Bosokha and Serina (4 sub-
groups)) 
3 CFMGs (Tashidingkha, Lalaykha and Lingden) 

5 

 
 
 
 
 


