


Original Research Article
Microfinance, Self-Help Groups, and Forest-Based Tribal Livelihoods: Institutional Performance and Policy Implications in India
Abstract-
Tribal communities in India depend substantially on forest resources for subsistence and income, while forests remain important for ecological stability and local livelihoods. This study examines the institutional performance and policy relevance of microfinance- and Self-Help Group (SHG)-linked forest-based livelihood initiatives, with particular reference to the Van Dhan Yojana. Using secondary data from TRIFED, government publications, and selected scholarly sources, the paper analyses fund allocation, operational status, and state-level variation in Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) as of 28 February 2025. The descriptive findings indicate that Minor Forest Produce (MFP) remains an important source of livelihood for forest-dependent communities and that SHG-based value addition may improve income opportunities and market participation. State-level comparisons show considerable variation in implementation, suggesting that institutional capacity and governance play an important role in programme performance. Pearson correlation analysis for states with complete data shows a moderate positive but statistically non-significant association between tribal population concentration and operational VDVKs (r = 0.586, p = 0.127; n = 8). Comparative discussion of community forestry experiences in Nepal, Guatemala, and the Philippines further highlights the relevance of local participation, tenure arrangements, and financial support in shaping forest-based development strategies. The study concludes that microfinance and community-based organisations have policy potential to support forest-based livelihoods, but stronger primary and causal evidence is needed to assess their direct effects on forest conservation and forest-rights outcomes.
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Introduction
Millions of people worldwide depend on forests for their livelihoods and the preservation of natural equilibrium. Tribes in India have long had a deep and interdependent relationship with forests; they depend on them for cultural traditions, food, fuel, medicine, and building materials (Nayak,2016). This relationship is often described as interdependent, with tribal communities drawing on forests for subsistence while also contributing to conservation through traditional ecological knowledge and selective harvesting practices (Tiwari et al., 2010). Minor Forest Produce (MFP) such as mahua, honey, tamarind, bamboo, and medicinal plants, form an important component of tribal livelihoods and local economies (Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025).
Because they promote biodiversity, control the climate, stop soil erosion, and help conserve water, forests are also essential for environmental sustainability (Deb, 2014). Deforestation, industrial expansion, mining, and unsustainable resource extraction pose significant risks to forest ecosystems and their ecological and socioeconomic functions (Gupta et al., 2025). Tribal populations that rely heavily on forests for subsistence face threats to their way of life and cultural identity, in addition to the degradation of forest resources.
Strict forest governance systems have historically limited tribal people's access to and rights over forest resources, which typically led to marginalisation and displacement (Tripathi, 2016). Even if laws like the Forest Rights Act were passed to restore community rights over forests, there are still issues with implementation and institutional backing. Because of this, many indigenous people continue to face economic insecurity and a loss of sovereignty over traditional forest resources.
In this situation, the idea of sustainable growth is particularly important. Sustainable development highlights the need to strike a balance between environmental preservation and socioeconomic growth in order to preserve long-term ecological stability and community well-being(Chaudhary & Shandilya, 2023). Tribal groups' economic circumstances can be improved and environmental degradation can be decreased by promoting sustainable livelihood options that rely on the prudent use of forest resources.
In rural and tribal communities, Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have become a powerful tool for advancing livelihood development and financial inclusion. SHGs facilitate income-generating activities related to forest resources for tribal communities, especially women, through small-scale entrepreneurship, communal savings, and credit access (Khosla & Mohanty, 2023).These organizations are crucial in enhancing market access for forest products, enlarging community involvement, and encouraging sustainable utilization of natural resources.
The government has promoted financial inclusion and rural development through initiatives like the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY), which seeks to give underprivileged communities access to banking services, savings accounts, and financial help. By increasing their access to formal financial institutions, these initiatives support livelihood activities associated with forest resources and give indigenous populations opportunities to engage in microfinance programs.
Thus, incorporating SHG-based livelihood projects, microfinance systems, and sustainable forest management techniques can be crucial in empowering tribal groups' socioeconomic empowerment and environmental preservation. Achieving long-term forest conservation and inclusive development requires an understanding of how funding and community-based organizations help sustainable livelihoods and the protection of forest rights.
Literature Review 
Tribal societies have always maintained a close and interdependent relationship with forest ecosystems because tribes depend on forests for supplies for food, medicine, fuel, and livelihood (Nayak, 2016). Tribal communities rely on forests for a range of minor forest products (MFP), including fruits, seeds, leaves, honey, and medicinal plants, to sustain their socioeconomic well-being(Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025). According to studies, these forest resources are essential to the revenue production of populations that depend on forests (Gupta et al., 2025). The traditional knowledge systems of tribal societies ensure ecological balance and biodiversity conservation, and also promote sustainable utilization of forest resources(Nayak, 2016).
Protecting forests is crucial for sustainable development since they are necessary for maintaining ecological balance, protecting biodiversity, and regulating the climate (Pawar & Rothkar, 2015). According to ecological research, some forest species—particularly those found in old forests—depend on stable forest conditions and are extremely sensitive to changes in the environment (Hermy et al., 1999). Their poor capacity for environmental adaptation emphasises the long-term effects of habitat loss and deforestation. Thus, biodiversity and ecological sustainability depend on the preservation of existing forests.
Minor Forest Produce (MFP) contributes significantly to the economic development of tribal communities by offering job and income opportunities (Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025). Particularly during agricultural tilt seasons, goods like bamboo, lac, honey, tamarind, and mahua flowers make a substantial contribution to household income(Gupta et al., 2025). These forest products support small-scale processing and value-added activities that can boost rural economies (Samantray, 2025). However, due to obstacles like inadequate market access, a lack of processing facilities, and little funding for tribal farmers, MFP's full economic potential is still underutilised (Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025).
Indigenous knowledge systems are widely recognised as being important to sustainable forest management (Tiwari B.K. et al., 2010). Tribal people have historically preserved ecological balance through selective harvesting, community-based forest governance, and the protection of sacred woods (Nayak, 2016). Over many generations, these methods have helped preserve biodiversity and manage forest ecosystems sustainably(Tiwari B.K. et al., 2010). Researchers contend that combining traditional knowledge with contemporary conservation tactics can enhance long-term forest resource sustainability and boost environmental governance (Gupta et al., 2025).
Recent research has also focused more on the role of indigenous women in forest management. Women actively participate in the gathering of forest products, the production of goods derived from forests, and the conservation of traditional ecological knowledge(Khosla & Mohanty, 2023) . Their involvement in livelihood activities related to forests makes a substantial contribution to household income and food security (Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025). Additionally, women-led Self-Help Groups (SHGs) have been successful in boosting community-based economic activities and encouraging the sustainable use of forest resources (Khosla & Mohanty, 2023).
Economic activities that increase income while protecting environmental resources are the focus of sustainable livelihood approaches (Chaudhary & Shandilya, 2023). Tribal communities can make money without harming forest ecosystems through forest-based livelihoods, such as the gathering and processing of small forest products, handicrafts, and environmentally friendly goods (Samantray, 2025). In areas impacted by industrial operations like mining, where sustainable economic alternatives are required to preserve tribal culture and the environment, these livelihood models are especially crucial (Tiwari B.K. et al., 2010).
It has also been determined that collaborative economic activities and entrepreneurship are crucial tactics for enhancing tribal livelihoods. Through Farmer-Producer Companies and community-based enterprises, tribal communities may be better able to organise production, strengthen their bargaining position, and access wider markets (Hadpad, 2025). When combined, these models can boost income generation and encourage sustainable resource management strategies (Kiran et al., 2023). The integration of environmental, social, and governance (ESG) frameworks has further highlighted the potential of tribal entrepreneurship in promoting environmentally responsible economic operations (Kiran et al., 2023).
Communities that rely on forests often face institutional and governmental barriers that limit their access to forest resources, notwithstanding these benefits. Forest governance systems have historically limited tribal access to forests, resulting in their marginalisation and loss of traditional means of subsistence (Tripathi, 2016). Legislative measures such as the Forest Rights Act have aimed to promote participatory forest management and restore community rights over forest resources (Tripathi, 2016). The effective implementation of these rights may improve the ability of indigenous communities to participate in forest governance and derive livelihood benefits from forest resources.
Deforestation, climate change, and unsustainable resource extraction are just a few of the environmental issues that global forest management must deal with (Deb, 2014). Approaches to sustainable forest management stress the significance of striking a balance between economic growth and environmental preservation (Deb, 2014). It is becoming more widely acknowledged that local resource management techniques and community involvement are efficient ways to achieve sustainable forest governance (Gupta et al., 2025). 
Several studies have also examined sustainability initiatives among tribal communities in states like Jharkhand, highlighting the importance of integrating livelihood strategies with environmental conservation (Malpani & Ghosh, 2020). These initiatives demonstrate how promoting local companies and sustainable business models may support both economic expansion and ecological preservation(Malpani & Ghosh, 2020).
Research Gap
Prior research has emphasised how tribal communities contribute to forest conservation through sustainable resource management techniques and traditional ecological knowledge(Nayak, 2016; Tiwari B.K. et al., 2010). The significance of Minor Forest Produce (MFP) in bolstering tribal livelihoods and enhancing economic conditions has also been highlighted by research (Ajitha & Sadasivam, 2025; Gupta et al., 2025). Furthermore, research has looked at tribal entrepreneurship and sustainable livelihood techniques as avenues for socioeconomic development (Chaudhary & Shandilya, 2023; Kiran et al., 2023). However, little study has looked at how SHG-based financial support and microfinance might improve forest rights, support sustainable tribal livelihoods, and aid in forest conservation at the same time (Tripathi, 2016). Thus, by investigating the role of microfinance in linking tribal livelihood empowerment to sustainable forest management, this study aims to close this gap.
Objectives –
1. To examine the connection between the establishment of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) and the concentration of tribal populations. 
2. To examine the role of microfinance and Self-Help Groups (SHGs) in supporting sustainable livelihood practices centred on Minor Forest Produce (MFP)
3. To evaluate the Van Dhan Yojana's efficacy in terms of fund distribution, institutional growth, and state-by-state operational performance.
4. To examine how market linkages and value addition may influence income generation and reduce dependence on unfavourable market intermediaries.
5. To draw comparative insights from selected examples in India, Nepal, Guatemala, and the Philippines in order to identify best practices for community-based forest conservation.
6. To determine policy obstacles and operational gaps that impact the effectiveness of microfinance-led forest conservation programs.
Research Methodology –
Using information gathered from official government reports and institutional sources including TRIFED (Tribal Cooperative Marketing Development Federation of India), Ministry of Tribal Affairs, FAO publications, and published research articles, this study is based on secondary data analysis. Analysis has been done using data on fund allocation, operational performance, and the status of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) as of February 28, 2025.

Selection Criteria for data: 
The research comprises:
States where VDVK data from TRIFED reports is available, States having a substantial tribal population (according to the 2011 Census) Case studies chosen for their applicability to microfinance integration and community-based forest management.
 Analytical Instruments
The research uses an analytical and descriptive methodology, employing:
· Tabular analysis for comparison by state.
· Bar charts comparing the distribution of funds and sanctioned versus operational VDVKs.
· To investigate the connection between tribal population percentage and implementation, use scatter plot analysis.
In order to bolster the study, the association between operational VDVKs (dependent variable) and tribal population percentage (independent variable) has been measured using a Pearson correlation coefficient (r).
Analysis of Statistics
To examine the association between tribal population concentration and implementation of the Van Dhan Yojana, a Pearson correlation analysis was conducted using states for which complete data on tribal population percentage and operational VDVKs were available. The correlation coefficient was r = 0.586 (p = 0.127; n = 8), indicating a moderate positive association. However, the relationship was not statistically significant, suggesting that tribal population concentration alone does not explain variation in operational VDVKs. The correlation analysis was limited to states with complete data. States such as Meghalaya and Manipur were excluded from the final inferential analysis due to incomplete data availability, which reduced sample size and statistical power.
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Table1: Major Forest-Based Minor Forest Produce (MFP) Supporting Tribal Livelihoods
	Category
	Major Minor Forest Produce (MFP)
	Key Use

	Edible Forest Products
	Tamarind, Mahua Flowers, Wild Honey, Bael Pulp, Kokum
	Food products, beverages, and traditional medicine

	Seeds and Oil-Producing Products
	Sal Seeds, Mahua Seeds, Neem Seeds, Karanj Seeds, Kusum Seeds
	Oil extraction, medicinal uses, and traditional products

	Leaves and Natural Plates
	Sal Leaves, Mahul Leaves, Tejpatta (Bay Leaves)
	Leaf plates, packaging material, spices

	Forest Gums and Resins
	Gum Karaya, Guggul
	Pharmaceuticals, food processing, and traditional medicine

	Forest Fibers and Natural Materials
	Bamboo, Hill Broom Grass, Bamboo Brooms
	Handicrafts, household products, and construction

	Lac and Forest-Based Industrial Products
	Rangeeni Lac, Kusumi Lac, Seed Lac
	Lac industry, varnish, ornaments

	Medicinal Plants and Herbs
	Giloy, Shatavari, Kalmegh, Arjuna Bark, Chirata
	Ayurvedic medicine, herbal products


Source: Compiled from the Government of India MSP list of Minor Forest Produce (MoTA).(MSP list, n.d.)
Minor Forest Produce (MFP) plays a significant role in supporting the livelihoods of forest-dependent tribal communities, providing raw materials for food, medicine, handicrafts, and small-scale forest-based industries.

Table 2: Minor Forest Produce (MFP) Commonly Processed by Tribal SHGs
	Minor Forest Produce (MFP)
	SHG Processing Activity
	Value-Added Products
	Livelihood Importance

	Mahua Flowers
	Drying, fermentation, processing
	Mahua sweets, beverages, oil
	Seasonal income source for tribal households

	Tamarind
	Cleaning, deseeding, and packaging
	Tamarind pulp, tamarind powder
	Widely traded forest product

	Wild Honey
	Collection, filtration, packaging
	Natural honey products
	High market demand and income generation

	Sal Leaves
	Stitching and molding
	Leaf plates and bowls
	Eco-friendly products with strong market demand

	Lac
	Processing and refining
	Lac bangles, varnish, decorative products
	Supports traditional forest-based industries

	Bamboo
	Cutting, weaving, crafting
	Baskets, furniture, handicrafts
	Traditional tribal skill and employment

	Neem Seeds
	Collection and processing
	Neem oil, organic pesticides
	Used in agriculture and medicine

	Chironji
	Seed extraction and cleaning
	Edible nuts for the food industry
	High-value forest product

	Bael Fruit
	Drying and processing
	Bael powder, herbal drinks
	Used in traditional medicine

	Tejpatta (Bay Leaf)
	Drying and grading
	Spices for culinary use
	Sold in regional and national markets


Source: Compiled from the Government of India MSP list of Minor Forest Produce (MoTA)(MSP list, n.d.).
Many tribal Self-Help Groups (SHGs) engage in the collection, processing, and marketing of Minor Forest Produce (MFP), thereby generating sustainable livelihoods and encouraging communities to conserve forest resources.
Case study 
Based on their applicability to community-based forest management and the incorporation of financial mechanisms with conservation practices, case studies from India, Nepal, Guatemala, and the Philippines were chosen. These examples of various institutional frameworks allow for a comparative analysis of the ways in which community involvement and microfinance support sustainable forest governance.
1. Van Dhan Yojana
Government initiatives such as the Van Dhan Vikas Yojana (VDVY) are intended to support forest-dependent tribal communities. Through marketing support, value addition, and structured procurement, the program—managed by the Tribal Cooperative Marketing Development Federation of India (TRIFED) of the Ministry of Tribal Affairs—aims to improve the Minor Forest Produce (MFP) value chain.(VDPE Guidelines, 2025)
According to TRIFED reports, the Van Dhan Yojana and the Minimum Support Price (MSP) for Minor Forest Produce have created a strong ecosystem that includes state nodal offices, implementing agencies, and market networks. These initiatives appear to have improved market access for forest-based products and may have contributed to local livelihood opportunities in some areas. The program has benefited over 50 lakh tribal people nationwide, highlighting its importance as a livelihood-generating initiative.
Tribal gatherers are organised into Self-Help Groups inside Van Dhan Vikas Kendra (VDVK) clusters in order to gather, process, and add value to forest resources. A number of VDVK clusters have created bank accounts for financial transactions, started procurement and value-addition activities, and became operational, giving tribal communities new job opportunities, according to weekly progress reports (VDPE Guidelines, 2025).
These developments suggest that the Van Dhan Yojana may support income generation and encourage more organised use of forest resources, although the present study does not directly measure household-level income effects or conservation outcomes. Through value addition, entrepreneurship, and organised market access, the programme has the potential to strengthen livelihood opportunities among indigenous communities while contributing to broader sustainable development objectives. The Van Dhan Yojana represents an important institutional model linking forest-based livelihoods with SHG-based organisation in India. Under the TRIFED program, tribal gatherers are organised into Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs), where SHGs work together to process, market, and enhance Minor Forest Produce (MFP). By providing financial support, capacity training, and market connections, the program ensures fair pricing through Minimum Support Price (MSP) procedures and may reduce dependence on intermediaries and improve producers’ bargaining position (VDPE Guidelines, 2025). Recent peer-reviewed research from India supports this broader rationale. In Vidarbha, community-based forest collectives formed around forest rights and commoning have been shown to strengthen collaborative governance for sustainable rural livelihoods (Prateek & Gupta, 2024). Evidence from forest-dominant districts in West Bengal likewise shows that forest income and living standards are strongly shaped by market-chain and infrastructure constraints, underscoring the importance of transport, communication, and market-linkage support for forest-dependent households (Bisui & Shit, 2024). More broadly, survey evidence from tribal-dominant regions across seven Central-Eastern Indian states indicates that forest-based income remains an important part of diversified livelihood security, reinforcing the case for programs that combine livelihood support with sustainable forest-use strategies (Prateek & Punia, 2025).
The government funds each VDVK cluster, which has about 300 beneficiaries, with approximately ₹15 lakhs for infrastructure, training, and operational capital. The expansion of the initiative has led to the establishment of VDVKs across multiple states and may have contributed to livelihood diversification in participating areas. The transition to Van Dhan Producer Enterprises (VDPEs) further improves institutional sustainability by formalising tribal companies and increasing their access to financing and markets.
 Empirical research indicates that between 40 and 60 percent of tribal households' income comes from MFP. The role of women within this ecosystem deserves particular emphasis. Naveen et al. (2023), studying tribal women entrepreneurs in Odisha's Mayurbhanj district — a state with significant VDVK presence — found that while forest product collection forms the primary livelihood base for tribal women, entrepreneurial engagement through SHG platforms substantially improves household incomes and socio-economic status, underscoring the importance of gender-sensitive programme design within Van Dhan Yojana clusters. At the broader policy level, Pandhare et al. (2024) provide mixed-methods evidence from rural India demonstrating that microfinance interventions combined with SHG-based entrepreneurial engagement produce significant positive impacts on women's financial independence, decision-making capacity, and psychological well-being — outcomes that are broadly consistent with the theoretical rationale underlying SHG-centred models of livelihood development. The program's value addition can boost profits considerably while encouraging sustainable harvesting methods. Taken together, these observations suggest that the Van Dhan Yojana may serve as a useful policy model linking SHGs, livelihood support, and forest-based economic activity in India (MSP LIST, 2025). 
Table 3: State-wise Progress of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) (as on 28.02.2025)
	State
	Total Sanctioned VDVKs
	Total Operational VDVKs
	Funds Sanctioned (₹ Lakhs)
	Funds Released (₹ Lakhs)

	Rajasthan
	530
	394
	7577.70
	3969.68

	Andhra Pradesh
	488
	414
	6470.45
	3761.70

	Assam
	471
	304
	7065.00
	4492.50

	Nagaland
	284
	200
	4259.90
	2819.90

	Mizoram
	259
	247
	3806.55
	2194.05

	Gujarat
	221
	38
	2948.15
	1747.45

	Odisha
	213
	165
	2657.65
	2463.08

	Jharkhand
	181
	22
	2318.50
	1444.11

	Chhattisgarh
	155
	81
	2204.75
	2144.88

	Karnataka
	140
	25
	2087.40
	1186.20

	Arunachal Pradesh
	106
	16
	1590.00
	794.50

	Tripura
	87
	77
	903.50
	559.17

	Sikkim
	80
	58
	1169.05
	1169.05

	Tamil Nadu
	45
	12
	240.15
	172.58

	Telangana
	42
	0
	328.05
	291.53

	Uttar Pradesh
	30
	7
	375.50
	217.53

	West Bengal
	22
	0
	329.35
	329.35

	Uttarakhand
	17
	15
	195.65
	135.30

	Total
	4665
	2507
	60932.30
	40854.25


Source: TRIFED,Status as on 28.02.2025(Status Of VDVK.) 
The table shows how the Van Dhan Yojana is implemented differently in each state. While some states have lower operationalisation despite funding supply, states like Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, and Assam demonstrate stronger institutional expansion.
Figure 1: State-wise Comparison of Sanctioned and Operational VDVKs

The graph compares authorised and operational Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) across multiple states. There are many authorised and functioning VDVKs in states like Rajasthan, Andhra Pradesh, and Assam, which suggests relatively better plan implementation. However, in a number of states, such as Jharkhand, Gujarat, and Karnataka, There is a substantial gap between the number of sanctioned units and operational VDVKs, which reflects implementation challenges. Additionally, states like West Bengal and Telangana show little to no operationalisation while having sanctioned units, highlighting regional disparities. Overall, the graph indicates that while the program has expanded considerably, the effectiveness of its implementation varies widely amongst states.
Table 4: Tribal Populated State and Operational VDVKs Correlation
	State
	Tribal_Percentage
	Operational_VDVK
	Correlation
	P Value

	Mizoram
	94.4
	247
	





0.586
	





0.127

	Nagaland
	86.5
	200
	
	

	Arunachal Pradesh
	68.8
	16
	
	

	Tripura
	31.8
	77
	
	

	Sikkim
	33.8
	58
	
	

	Chhattisgarh
	30.6
	81
	
	

	Jharkhand
	26.2
	22
	
	

	Odisha
	22.8
	165
	
	



The association between the percentage of the tribal population and the number of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) in operation was investigated using a Pearson correlation analysis. The findings indicate a moderate positive association between the two variables (r=0.586). However, because the relationship is not statistically significant, this pattern should be interpreted with caution.

Nevertheless, the observed link is not strong enough to make firm conclusions because the relationship is not statistically significant (p = 0.127 > 0.05). This suggests that although tribal population concentration may have some impact on implementation, it is not the only determinant. The operational success of the system is primarily determined by other elements as institutional capacity, governance effectiveness, and policy execution.

Figure 2: Relationship between tribal population (%) and operational Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs)


Source- (No of Sanctioned VDVK,2025, ST Population, Percentage of STs in India)
The scatter plot shows the correlation between the number of functioning Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) in a few chosen states and the percentage of the tribal population. States with larger tribal populations typically have more functioning VDVKs, according to the data points' visual distribution, which shows a moderately rising trend.
The Pearson correlation coefficient (r = 0.586), which shows a somewhat positive link between the variables, supports this conclusion. Nevertheless, the relationship is not statistically significant (p = 0.127), suggesting that there is insufficient confidence to generalise the observed trend.
Significant differences across states are also revealed by the plot. In contrast to Arunachal Pradesh, which has a significant concentration of tribal people, states like Mizoram and Nagaland have both a large tribal population and robust implementation. Conversely, states such as Odisha demonstrate relatively strong implementation with a comparatively lower tribal population percentage.
Overall, the scatter plot suggests that while tribal population concentration has some influence on the implementation of the Van Dhan Yojana, institutional factors, governance efficiency, and policy execution play a more decisive role in determining program outcomes.

2. Community Forestry Model in Nepal
Nepal's Community Forestry approach is renowned for integrating local government, forest preservation, and finance systems. According to this approach, Community Forest User Groups (CFUGs), which have the authority to manage forest resources, are supported by revolving funds and microcredit schemes. These monies are utilised for livelihood pursuits like agroforestry, livestock rearing, and the production of non-timber forest products. While preserving ecological sustainability, the decentralised strategy enables local communities to reinvest forest profits into community development. Existing research suggests that this model has been associated with improved forest conditions and poverty reduction in some contexts, indicating the potential value of combining financial inclusion with community participation (Community Forestry in Nepal Report). Recent empirical evidence from Nepal strengthens this account while also adding an important caution. A 29-year mixed-methods retrospective study found that community forest management was associated with substantial gains in local forest cover across eight community forests in Nepal, indicating that community-based institutions can generate measurable conservation outcomes (Smith et al., 2023). At the same time, more recent research from Nepal’s mid-hills shows that out-migration, income diversification, and reduced dependence on forest products are weakening participation in community forestry, suggesting that governance arrangements and incentive structures need to be updated if livelihood and conservation benefits are to be sustained (Laudari et al., 2024). 
3. Community Forest Concessions in the Petén Region of Guatemala

The Maya Biosphere Reserve in Guatemala's Community Forest Concession concept demonstrates how access to finance and secure tenure rights can support sustainable forest management. Organized community groups are granted long-term (up to 25 years) privileges under this system to manage forest areas in accordance with sustainability standards. These communities can establish forest-based businesses, such as sawmills, non-timber product processing facilities, and ecotourism projects, by securing funding through institutional channels. Reported evidence from the concession areas suggests strong community participation in forest protection, with some studies indicating very low deforestation rates. Empirical analysis of the active concessions in the Maya Biosphere Reserve confirms this conservation success — Fernández-Luiña and Wang (2022) document that the in-force community concessions have met Guatemala's national forest conservation targets, with 11 of 14 management units remaining operational as of 2022, demonstrating the durability of the shared common property governance model in sustaining forest cover over more than two decades. From a livelihood perspective, Bocci et al. (2022) further demonstrate that membership in community forest concessions in the Petén actively discourages irregular migration, as the stable employment, income, and tenure security provided by the concession system give households strong economic incentives to remain engaged in sustainable forest stewardship rather than seeking opportunities elsewhere. Additionally, the concession model has been associated with improved livelihood opportunities through employment and income diversification (COMMUNITY FORESTRY CONCESSIONS IN THE MAYA BIOSPHERE RESERVE IN GUATEMAL). This instance underscores the importance of integrating community control, legal rights, and financial support to conserve forests effectively.
4. Philippines – Community-Based Forest Management (CBFM)
In the Philippines, state-run forestry is giving way to community-based, participatory management under the Community-Based Forest Management (CBFM) model. According to this paradigm, communities that rely on forests are acknowledged as significant stakeholders and given access to forest resources as well as institutional and financial support. 
The program also includes micro-enterprise development, where people engage in agroforestry, handcraft production, and sustainable harvesting. This approach has been associated with reduced illegal logging and improved livelihood opportunities in some forest-dependent communities. Encouraging inclusive and decentralised government also addresses problems of marginalisation and unequal access (Pulhin & Pulhin, 2003). A comprehensive national assessment of the CBFM program by Pulhin et al. (2024) further confirms that while upland communities have played a significant role in restoring degraded forestlands, persistent gaps in institutional support, restrictive policies, and inadequate livelihood financing continue to limit the program's potential for achieving social justice alongside conservation goals. At the household level, Wiebe et al. (2022) found that among six distinct livelihood strategies identified across forested communities in the Philippines, natural resource-dependent households consistently reported the lowest total incomes, underscoring the critical need to integrate financial support mechanisms — such as micro-enterprise development and credit access — into community-based forest management frameworks to meaningfully improve economic outcomes.
Overall, the CBFM model suggests that community involvement and financial support can be jointly relevant to socioeconomic and conservation objectives.
Conclusion-
This study examined the institutional performance and policy relevance of microfinance- and SHG-linked forest-based livelihood initiatives in India, with particular reference to the Van Dhan Yojana. The findings suggest that Minor Forest Produce (MFP) remains an important livelihood resource for many forest-dependent tribal communities and that SHG-based value addition and market support may improve income opportunities and local enterprise development. The state-level analysis of Van Dhan Vikas Kendras (VDVKs) shows substantial variation in implementation across India, indicating that programme performance depends not only on tribal population concentration but also on institutional capacity, administrative effectiveness, and governance quality. The correlation analysis further supports this interpretation by showing a moderate positive but statistically non-significant relationship between tribal population percentage and operational VDVKs.
The comparative discussion of Nepal, Guatemala, and the Philippines highlights that community participation, secure tenure arrangements, and access to financial and institutional support are commonly associated with stronger forest-based livelihood systems. However, the present study relies on secondary data and descriptive analysis and therefore does not establish direct causal effects of microfinance or SHG interventions on forest conservation, poverty reduction, or forest-rights outcomes. Instead, the paper points to the policy relevance of integrating livelihood support, market access, and community-based institutions in programmes aimed at forest-dependent populations.
Overall, the study indicates that microfinance and SHG-linked models such as the Van Dhan Yojana have potential as instruments for supporting forest-based livelihoods in India, but their effectiveness is likely to vary with local institutional conditions and implementation quality. Stronger conclusions on livelihood improvement, conservation impact, and rights protection would require primary field-based evidence, longitudinal assessment, and more rigorous causal analysis.
Recommendations
1. Strengthen SHG capacity through targeted support: Training in financial literacy, bookkeeping, product development, quality control, and collective marketing should be expanded to improve the functioning of tribal SHGs engaged in forest-based livelihoods.
2. Improve timely fund release and utilisation: Greater attention should be given to the timely disbursement and effective utilisation of sanctioned funds across states, along with stronger monitoring mechanisms to reduce gaps between sanctioned and operational VDVKs.
3. Enhance market access for Minor Forest Produce (MFP): Investment in storage, transport, processing infrastructure, branding, and digital marketing platforms may help improve price realisation and reduce market barriers faced by forest-dependent producers.
4. Support value addition at the local level: Encouraging local processing, packaging, and product diversification can increase the income potential of MFP-based activities and strengthen the economic viability of SHG-linked enterprises.
5. Improve institutional coordination and implementation capacity: Differences in state-level performance suggest the need for stronger coordination among TRIFED, state agencies, local institutions, and community organisations, particularly in states with low operationalisation of sanctioned VDVKs.
6. Strengthen the implementation of forest-rights and community-based governance frameworks: More effective implementation of existing legal and policy provisions related to forest access and community participation may improve the enabling environment for livelihood programmes among forest-dependent tribal populations.
7. Incorporate lessons from comparative international experience with caution: Experiences from Nepal, Guatemala, and the Philippines suggest that local participation, tenure security, and institutional support are important for forest-based development. However, adaptation of such approaches in India should be sensitive to regional, legal, and administrative differences.
8. Encourage future evidence-based policy design: Since the present study is based on secondary and descriptive analysis, future policy decisions would benefit from field-based research, household-level surveys, and longitudinal programme evaluation to assess actual livelihood, gender, and environmental outcomes.

Limitations and Future Research
This study has some limitations that warrant acknowledgment. First, reliance on secondary data from TRIFED and government publications introduces potential reporting inconsistencies and limits independent verification. Second, the correlation analysis was conducted on only eight states, considerably restricting statistical power and generalizability. Third, incomplete data availability for states like Meghalaya and Manipur prevented comprehensive national coverage. Finally, the study employs only descriptive and basic statistical tools, precluding deeper causal inference about microfinance impacts on forest conservation outcomes. Future studies should employ primary data collection through household surveys and field interviews with tribal SHG members to capture ground-level realities. Longitudinal research tracking VDVK performance over time would strengthen causal understanding. Advanced econometric modeling, including regression analysis and difference-in-differences approaches, could better isolate microfinance impacts on tribal incomes and forest conditions. Comparative studies examining gender-disaggregated outcomes within SHGs would further enrich understanding of women's roles in forest-based livelihood programs.
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