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In Naga communities, forests are integral to culture, tradition, and livelihoods. Women
play a crucial yet often underrecognized role in forest conservation and sustainable resource
management. This paper highlights their contributions, focusing on how their traditional
knowledge and practices support ecological balance and community well-being. Naga women
engage in activities such as collecting non-timber forest products, medicinal plants, and
firewood, and practicing sustainable farming and agroforestry. Despite their central role,
women face barriers including limited land access, exclusion from decision-making, and lack of
formal recognition. These obstacles hinder their full participation in conservation efforts. The study
argues that empowering women through education, legal reforms, and inclusion in decision-making can
lead to more effective and inclusive forest governance. Gender-sensitive policies and capacity-building
initiatives are key to enabling women to take on leadership roles and promote sustainable practices.
Recognizing women as essential agents of change is vital for resilient environmental stewardship. By
integrating women'’s voices into forest management, Naga communities can strengthen conservation
strategies and build a more equitable and sustainable future for both people and forests.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Forest conservation and sustainable
development have become critical issues globally,
as healthy ecosystems are vital for the well-being
of current and future generations. For indigenous
communities in Northeast India, particularly the
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Naga tribes, forests are central to cultural identity,
livelihoods, and the environment. Forests provide
a wide range of NTFPs like mushrooms, fruits,
medicinal plants, and bamboo, which are vital for
both household consumption and trade. Besides, it
also provides food, medicine, materials for housing
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and tools, reinforcing the Nagas' deep connection
to the land.

Naga communities, like many indigenous
groups around the world, rely heavily on their
environment for sustenance. It shaped the life of
Nagas, influencing language, art, religion,
medicine, politics, and social structures. Forest is
not merely physical spaces but are imbued with
spiritual, cultural, and economic significance. The
people of Naga tribes, have a deep-rooted
connection to their forest environment. The Nagas'
religion, a mix of theism, animism, and
supernaturalism, centres on the belief in spirits
that inhabit the forest, which is both a source of
awe and a vital part of their daily activities.
Forests also contribute significantly to the Naga
economy, with activities such as collecting
firewood, edible plants, herbs, and timber
providing monetary income. Many wild plants
serve as vegetables, and tribal communities in
Northeast India, including the Nagas, depend on
forests for over 50% of their food. Their reliance
on forests for essential needs highlights their
dependence on these ecosystems.

However, with the shift in the recent
environmental paradigm, mankind has gained
control over nature, has misused and mistreated it,
and now must deal with the social and
environmental effects of their Promethean (pro-
technological, anti-ecological) act (Arnold &
Guha, 1996). Although certain groups are most
vulnerable, the environmental degradation affects
not just the present generation but it affects the
future generations even more as it is seen that in
the ascent to modernity the influence of the
physical environment was downgraded that has
led to the cause of floods, droughts and loss of
wildlife species.

While conservation discussions often focus
on male-dominated sectors, the role of women in
forest conservation is frequently overlooked.
Women in Naga communities play a key role in
sustainable forest resource use, especially in
gathering non-timber forest products. For the
Naga women, forests are a primary source of
income, food, medicine, and cultural identity. They
have long been the custodians of traditional
ecological knowledge passed down through
generations, and their role in the sustainability of
the forest is key to preserving the ecological
balance. This article emphasizes the importance of
Naga women in forest conservation and
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sustainable development, highlighting their
empowering role in building resilience for the
future.

2. RESEARCH OBJECTIVES

The objective of the study is to explore the
contributions of Naga women in forest
conservation. It also analyses the challenges the
women face especially in decision making, and
propose strategies for their empowerment to
enhance sustainable forest management and
environmental resilience in Naga communities.
The study ultimately aims to promote gender
equity in forest governance and recognize women
as essential agents of change in Naga communities.

3. LITERATURE REVIEW

Scholars have documented that women in
forest-dependent communities engage extensively
in gathering non-timber forest products (NTFPs)
such as, fuelwood, fodder, and medicinal plants
(Bandiaky, 2008), (Kelkar & Nathan, 2005).
Across the world, and notably in the Global South,
women are often the primary users and custodians
of forest resources (B. Agarwal, 2001), (FAO,
2017). In Naga society, women sustainably
manage forest resources through practices such as
collecting NTFPs like medicinal plants and wild
fruits (Kikon, 2019) by harvesting only during
specific season based on their traditional
ecological knowledge (TEK).

Research highlights the importance of TEK
in managing biodiversity and sustaining forest
landscapes (Berkes et al., 2000) and the critical
role women play in biodiversity conservation (B.
Agarwal, 2009), (Shiva, 1988). Women's
knowledge of plant species, seasonal cycles, and
sustainable harvesting techniques often surpasses
that of their male counterparts, highlighting their
unique ecological expertise (Jamir & Pandey,
2003) yet, their contributions remain
underrepresented in policy and formal
conservation structures (B. Agarwal, 2001).
Agarwal therefore, argues that gender disparities
in forest governance lead to less effective
conservation outcomes, reinforcing the need for
institutional reforms (B. Agarwal, 2009). Thus,
empowering women through inclusive policies,
education, and capacity-building can lead to more
equitable and effective forest management
outcomes (B. Agarwal, 2009), (UNEP and IUCN,
2019).
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Existing literature highlights the vital role
of women in Naga forest conservation but reveals
key gaps. There is a lack of ethnographic
documentation of indigenous women'’s ecological
knowledge, limited research on how patriarchal
policies undermine conservation efforts, and few
case studies showcasing successful women-led
initiatives. Future research should prioritize policy
interventions that strengthen women's roles in
forest governance, promoting both environmental
sustainability and gender equity.

4. METHODOLOGY AND DISCUSSION

This study employs a qualitative approach
to examine Naga women's contributions to forest
conservation in Northeast India. Using
ethnographic methods, case studies, and policy
analysis, the research combines participant
observation of forest-related activities with semi-
structured interviews of Naga women, village
leaders, and government officials. Focus group
discussions with women's groups and village
councils explore decision-making dynamics. The
study focuses on selected Naga communities in
Northeast India, chosen based on land tenure
variations, presence of women-led conservation
initiatives, and community accessibility, with
purposive sampling of key informants. Primary
data collection documents women's forest
activities and traditional ecological knowledge,
while secondary analysis examines policy
documents like the Nagaland Jhumland Act
(1970), along with academic literature and NGO
reports. Thematic and comparative analysis of
qualitative data examines women's roles across
Naga sub-tribes. Prior informed consent were
obtained from the respondents verbally for its
confidentiality and cultural sensitivity. This
culturally-grounded methodology aims to inform
gender-equitable forest governance policies while
supporting sustainable development in Naga
communities.

5. LAND USE SYSTEM AND COMMUNITY
FOREST MANAGEMENT AMONG THE NAGAS
Land tenure among the Nagas is highly
complex, as each tribe and village have its own
distinct system. Generally, the types of land system
can be categorised as land by conquest, land
acquired res nullius fit primi occupantis, clan
lands, individual lands, village lands, and lands
formed by gradual accession or dereliction (Delta)
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(Ao, 2019). Many tribes designate the majority of
their land as common village land, which includes
Jhum land and communal forestland. Jhum land is
not owned by individuals but by the entire
community, with its use governed by the Village
Councils. And random felling of trees, burning of
forest and encroachment of community reserve
forest were strictly prohibited by the village
authority. The land tenure system grants the
indigenous tribes of the region-specific rights,
privileges, and concessions regarding land
ownership, forest use, and shifting cultivation.
Many of these rights are traditional and unwritten,
yet are constitutionally recognized. With the
exception of reserved forests, protected forests,
and privately purchased land, these rights have
been safeguarded through the Nagaland Jhumland
Act of 1970 (THE NAGALAND JHUMLAND ACT,
1970, 1974).

Anthropologists have highlighted that
tribe’s dependent on forests for their livelihoods
often have sophisticated traditional forest
management systems. While these systems were
once considered backward and destructive, there
is growing recognition of their value (Souza,
2005). In Nagaland, land and forests are
intertwined, with ownership divided into village,
clan, and private land. Ownership practices vary
among Naga tribes. For example, in tribes like the
Semas, Changs, and Konyaks, the chief holds sole
ownership, while tribes like the Aos, Angamis,
Lothas, and Rengmas have a more democratic
system where individuals own and control their
land.

Community-based resource management
has traditionally worked well in Naga sub-tribes
like the Aos, Sumis, and Angamis due to the
presence of appropriate common property
institutions. However, external pressures from the
government have led to the decline of community-
managed forests (George & Yhome, 2008). In
Nagaland, local laws and institutions govern
resource management. For example, in Mima
village, the Angami tribe’s Village Council lacks the
power to regulate tree cutting on individually
owned land, while in the Aos and Sumis, the
Village Council enforces land use rules, imposing
fines on violators. However, currently, the
abundant natural resources, once managed by
local communities, are increasingly becoming
commercialized, with the government playing a
significant role in this process.
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6. TYPES OF FOREST CONSERVATION

The conservation of forest and natural
resources varies across societies. Roth notes that
the Australian Aborigines of North Queensland
have specific territories for each family, with a
good understanding of the resources available,
such as fruits, seeds, roots, and wildlife. Similarly,
Speck mentions that the northeastern Algonkian
Indians regulated hunting to avoid depleting
animal populations. Communities like the Hopi
and Hupa, who use nearly every plant, practice
conservation driven by spiritual beliefs, believing
that all living and non-living things have souls.
Jochelson observes that the Yukaghir of Siberia
ensured the survival of wild reindeer by leaving
some for breeding. Swanton describes how the
Choctaw in Mississippi enacted laws regulating
hunting seasons, limits on game, and even fishing
methods to ensure sustainability. Skinner reports
that the Mahickan tribe followed laws to only kill
necessary game, preserving their resources.
Parsons notes that the Anvik Indians of Alaska
does not take the wood or brush from one place so
that they don’t destroy it (Macleod, 1936).

Bina Agarwal’s study of Gujarat and Nepal
found that in Gujarat, community-initiated forest
institutions (CFIs) mainly rely on natural
regeneration, with some areas involving gap-filling
planting. In Nepal, most CFIs manage natural
forests, with some having additional or entirely
plantation-based forests (B. Agarwal, 2016).
Communities either plant trees in degraded areas
or rely on natural regeneration, often starting by
protecting the forest through closures and usage
restrictions. These restrictions range from
complete access bans to limited harvesting of
resources like firewood and non-timber products.
Timber cutting is rarely allowed without forest
department approval.

In Nagaland, a new agro-forestry system
was developed in response to the shortening of the
traditional shifting cultivation cycle from 15-20
years to just 3-5 years. Farmers plant alder trees,
cutting branches every four to six years on land
used for two years. The land is then left fallow for
two to three years while another plot is cultivated.
As a nitrogen fixer, alder restores soil fertility,
with cut branches used for firewood and ashes
from burned leaves and twigs enriching the soil
(A. Agarwal & Narain, 1992).
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7. THEMATIC FRAMEWORK
The study argues that Naga women's full
inclusion in forest governance is not just about
equity, it is an ecological imperative for effective
conservation. Thus, it has been explained in the
following themes that moves from documenting
existing roles to analyzing the barriers and
proposing for solutions, creating a cohesive
narrative arc.

7.1. Traditional Ecological Knowledge Systems

Naga women are the custodians of rich,
generations-old ecological knowledge that has
been passed down through oral traditions,
observation, and lived experience. This traditional
ecological knowledge (TEK) encompasses a deep
understanding of forest species, including their
medicinal, nutritional, and cultural values. Women
are particularly skilled in identifying and using a
wide variety of plants for healing purposes, food,
and household needs, the knowledge that is
integral to the health and resilience of their
communities.

Their understanding goes beyond
individual plant species; it includes insights into
complex ecological relationships, such as seasonal
changes, soil fertility, plant regeneration cycles,
and inter-species dependencies. For instance,
Naga women often know the optimal time for
harvesting the wild herbs and medicinal plants to
ensure their regrowth, or which areas of the forest
are best left untouched for regeneration. This
intuitive, experience-based approach supports
biodiversity conservation and prevents resource
depletion.

Despite its richness and relevance, this
knowledge is frequently undervalued or ignored
by formal conservation frameworks, which tend to
favor scientific data and top-down management

models. Recognizing and integrating Naga
women’s ecological knowledge into forest
management strategies not only honors

indigenous practices but also enhances the
effectiveness and sustainability of conservation
efforts.

7.2. Gendered Division of Forest Labor

While men typically handle timber and land
clearance, women manage daily forest interactions
such as collecting NTFPs. This division creates

complementary conservation roles, though
women's contributions are frequently
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undervalued in formal governance structures.
Rural Naga women depend on non-monetized,
gathered products like wild herbs, medicinal
plants, fruits, firewood and fodder, which have a
shorter growth period and higher extraction
potential than timber, mainly controlled by men.
Men rely on timber, which is used less frequently
and can be purchased. These gender and class
differences shape the interests and knowledge of
women, men, the poor, and the wealthy in forest
conservation and product extraction.

The gendered division of labor assumes
women’s tasks are less physically demanding,
leading them to take on roles suited to their
strength, while men handle more labor-intensive
and managerial tasks. Shangpliang argues this
reinforces the notion that women’s work is
supplementary and not productive. She
emphasizes that this view should not undermine
women’s vital role in economic activities, such as
collecting, processing, and trading non-timber
forest products (Shangpliang, 2012).

Women in Naga communities have
traditionally been responsible for gathering food
and medicine from the forests. Their daily
activities revolve around foraging for wild plants,
fruits, nuts, tubers, and herbs, many of which are
essential components of the Naga diet. Women are
also skilled in identifying medicinal plants and
using them for treating ailments, a practice that is
crucial to the community's health system. In
addition to gathering, Naga women are involved in
processing these forest products into valuable
resources. For example, they prepare herbal
medicines, food preservation techniques, and craft
items such as baskets, mats, and clothing from
forest materials. This knowledge of forest
products and their uses is passed down through
generations, ensuring the continuity of sustainable
practices.

Furthermore, women in Naga communities
often serve as stewards of forest conservation by
enforcing rules about resource use within their
families and villages. Many tribal groups have
traditional ecological rules that regulate the
collection of forest resources, with taboos or
sacred areas that must not be exploited. Women
are often the key enforcers of these regulations,
ensuring that these rules are followed to prevent
over-exploitation and to maintain ecological
balance.
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7.3. Economic Empowerment through Forest
Products

Women's NTFP processing and production
generate household income while incentivizing
sustainable harvests. Naga women are not only
involved in the sustainable use of forest resources
but also contribute to the local economy through
trade. Many women participate in the exchange of
forest products, such as medicinal herbs, fruits,
spices, in local markets. This not only sustains
their livelihoods but also ensures the continued
importance of forest resources in the economy.

In addition to trading forest products,
women also engage in fishing and sand mining
which are sold in local markets and beyond,
providing women with a steady source of income.
Through these economic activities, women
contribute to the financial well-being of their
families and communities while ensuring that the
use of forest resources remains sustainable. Their
market activities demonstrate how conservation
can align with livelihood security through value-
added forest products.

7.4.Bridging the Gender Gap in Environmental
Governance

Despite their deep ecological knowledge,
Naga women are often excluded from decision-
making due to patriarchal structures, lack of land
ownership, and limited access to education. Both
sexes are essential for running a household as well
as protecting the forest. Most studies focus on how
increased female presence can empower women
to influence policy. Active participation, such as
attending meetings, is key for women to impact
decisions. Gender norms create differences and
complementarities in forest protection abilities.
While women's presence in forest governance can
enhance conservation, there is an assumption that
inclusion will automatically bring benefits, without
verifying these outcomes.

The Chipko movement, which began with
women hugging trees to prevent illicit felling and
pleading with forest officials to spare them,
highlights the dichotomy between male and
female interests and underscores women's role in
preventing deforestation. The movement's efforts
in afforestation further emphasize this divide, as
women play a central role in ecological
regeneration. Despite the potential to meet critical
household needs by rehabilitating the local
ecosystem such as, planting fuel and fodder trees,
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men show little interest. It is women who carry
out most of the afforestation work organized by
the Chipko movement. Thus, addressing these
systemic barriers through legal recognition of
customary rights, gender quotas, inclusive training
programs, and protection of traditional
knowledge.

7.5. Gendered Approaches to Sustainable
Forest Practices

While men in Naga communities may be
more directly involved in hunting, clearing land for
agriculture, and forest management, women play
an equally important role in the sustainable
management of the forest ecosystem. Their role is
particularly evident in the areas of food security,
biodiversity conservation, and ecosystem health.
One of the major contributions of women in
sustainable development is the conservation of
biodiversity. Naga women are often involved in
the collection of wild seeds and planting
indigenous species, which helps to maintain plant
diversity in the forest. By gathering seeds from
native trees and plants and planting them in
agricultural plots or around their homes, women
contribute to forest regeneration and the
preservation of plant species that might otherwise
be lost.

Furthermore, women are instrumental in
preserving indigenous knowledge related to forest
management. They are well-versed in the
traditional methods of soil fertility management,
water conservation, and the protection of sacred
groves or forests. These practices help maintain
the ecological integrity of the forests and ensure
that future generations can continue to benefit
from the resources they provide.

7.6. Climate Resilience Through Gender Equity
The role of women in forest conservation
and sustainable development is not only crucial
for the current generation but also for building
resilience in the face of environmental challenges.
As the impacts of climate change become more
pronounced, the need for sustainable resource
management is more urgent than ever. Women,
with their deep understanding of the local
environment and sustainable practices, are key to
creating adaptive solutions that can withstand the
challenges posed by climate change.
Empowering women in Naga communities
is essential for fostering greater environmental

© 2025

Volume: 04 Issue: 04 | April -2025

ISSN: 2583-7354
stewardship. Providing women with access to
education, training in sustainable agriculture, and
participation in policy-making can enhance their
ability to contribute to forest conservation and
sustainable development. Moreover, supporting
women's leadership in conservation efforts can
help bridge the gap between traditional ecological
knowledge and modern conservation practices,
creating a more integrated approach to forest
management.

In many Naga communities, there is a
growing recognition of the importance of
empowering women in forest conservation efforts.
Women's involvement in community-based
conservation initiatives, as well as in decision-
making processes regarding land use, is crucial for
achieving long-term sustainability. By promoting
gender equality and supporting women’s
leadership in these efforts, the Naga communities
can ensure that their forests remain healthy,
biodiverse, and resilient for generations to come.

The forest is a shared resource, and no
individual is solely responsible for environmental
changes, but collective action can foster healing.
Community involvement is crucial for protecting
common resources like forests. Encouraging
women's greater participation in governance
structures of such institutions can improve
resource conservation and regeneration. Agarwal
suggests that involving women in decision-making
fosters a conservation ethic, benefiting sustainable
practices. Women's participation strengthens
governance, improves forest protection, and
empowers women in the community. Additionally,
having older female and landless members on
executive committees is beneficial, as they are the
most forest-dependent and can influence other
landless women. A policy recommendation is
employing a guard to support village patrolling (B.
Agarwal, 2016).

7.7. Sacred Ecology and Intergenerational
Cultural Conservation

Naga women play a vital role in
maintaining a unique form of sacred ecology,
where conservation is deeply intertwined with
spiritual beliefs, cultural rituals, and traditional
resource management practices. For many Naga
communities, forests are not only physical
landscapes but sacred spaces inhabited by
ancestral spirits, deities, and natural guardians.
Within this belief system, certain trees and forest
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zones are considered sacred and are protected
through customary taboos and rituals, which
prohibit cutting, hunting, or extracting resources
from these areas. These cultural norms act as
powerful, informal conservation tools. By
enforcing these taboos and sacred rules, women
help protect biodiversity hotspots, maintain
ecological balance, and promote the regeneration
of critical habitats without formal legislation.

Elder women, in particular, serve as
cultural and ecological knowledge keepers,
responsible for preserving and transmitting these
values and practices to the next generation. They
teach younger women and girls not only how to
use forest resources sustainably, but also how to
respect the spiritual and cultural significance of
the land. This intergenerational transmission is
crucial for sustaining both ecological and cultural
resilience.

However, these traditional systems face
increasing threats from modernization, migration,
religious conversion, and shifting value systems,
which often devalue indigenous beliefs and
practices. As younger generations move away
from rural areas or adopt new lifestyles, there is a
risk of cultural erosion and loss of sacred
ecological knowledge.

To address this, it is essential to empower
and support elder women as cultural educators
and community leaders. Initiatives such as cultural
preservation programs, intergenerational
dialogues, and community-based environmental
education can help ensure that this spiritual-
ecological heritage is not lost. By doing so, Naga
communities can safeguard not only their forests
but also their identity, heritage, and worldview
ensuring that conservation remains a deeply
rooted cultural ethic rather than an external
imposition.

8. FINDINGS
The major key findings of the study reveals
that Naga women play an essential yet often
overlooked role in forest conservation and
sustainable development.
> Traditional Ecological Knowledge is a
Critical Conservation Asset: Naga women
possess extensive traditional knowledge of
forest ecosystems, including medicinal
plants, biodiversity cycles, and sustainable
harvesting methods. This indigenous
ecological wisdom, often passed through
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generations, is an invaluable but
underutilized  resource in  formal
conservation strategies.

Forest Labor is Gendered but
Complementary: There exists a clear
gendered division of forest labor - men
typically control timber extraction and land
clearing, while women manage daily,
sustainable interactions with forest
resources such as collecting non-timber
forest products (NTFPs). Despite being
undervalued, women's labor is central to
ecological balance and household
subsistence.

Women Strengthen the Forest-Based
Local Economy: Through the collection,
processing, and trading of forest products,
Naga women play a pivotal role in
sustaining household economies. Their
involvement in local markets not only
supports livelihoods but also promotes the
sustainable use and value addition of forest
resources.

Structural Barriers Exclude Women
from Forest Governance: Women face
significant exclusion from decision-making
due to patriarchal norms, lack of land
ownership, and limited education. Their
limited formal representation in forest
governance  weakens conservation
outcomes, despite their proven ecological
leadership. Legal reforms, gender quotas,
and inclusive training are needed to close
this gap.

Women Are Key Drivers of Sustainable
Forest Practices: Naga women actively
contribute to food security, biodiversity
preservation, and forest regeneration by
collecting seeds, cultivating indigenous
species, and applying traditional
conservation techniques. Their efforts are
critical for maintaining ecosystem health
and ensuring the continuity of sustainable
practices.

Gender Equity Enhances Climate
Resilience and Governance: Empowering
women with education, leadership roles,
and policy inclusion is essential for
building climate resilience. Women'’s
participation in environmental decision-
making strengthens conservation ethics,
improves forest protection, and ensures
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more adaptive and inclusive responses to

ecological challenges.
> Spiritual Ecology Embeds Conservation

in Culture: Naga women uphold sacred
ecological practices through spiritual
beliefs, taboos, and sacred groves. These
cultural conservation systems must be
preserved and passed to younger
generations to maintain ecological integrity
in the face of modernization and cultural
erosion.

These findings underscore that women are
not merely beneficiaries of forest resources
but are active agents in conservation and
sustainable development. Their full inclusion
in governance is not only a matter of equity but
also a strategic necessity for effective
environmental stewardship and community
resilience.

9. CONCLUSION

Women in Naga communities have long
been central to forest conservation and
sustainable resource use. Their knowledge, skills,
and leadership are crucial to managing forests and
preserving biodiversity. As keepers of traditional
ecological knowledge, Naga women ensure that
forests continue to provide essential resources
while maintaining ecological balance. Empowering
women in conservation is vital for both the
resilience of Naga communities and broader
environmental sustainability. By recognizing and
supporting their contributions, Naga communities
can create a more sustainable and equitable
future, blending traditional wisdom with
contemporary challenges. Through women's
leadership, Naga communities can thrive in
harmony with the environment, fostering
resilience for generations to come. In the face of
climate change and environmental degradation,
the role of women in conservation and sustainable
development has never been more crucial.
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