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The Scheduled Tribes and Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Rights) Bill, 2005

WHY DO WE SUPPORT THIS LAW?

As with so many other things in our country, the roots of the current forest situation lie in the colonial period.  When the British arrived here, they found no unified system of forest management anywhere in the country.  What existed instead was a patchwork of community management systems and informal village-level and regional agreements on the uses and protection of forests.


Applying their preconceived notions to an alien society, the British decreed that all land that was not private property must be state property; therefore, the vast forests that had belonged to villages, to communities, to places of worship, or indeed to no one at all, became the property of the British Raj.  The British then decreed that forests had to be ‘scientifically managed’ by officials – mainly for use by the railways and for ship-building.  


The Forest Department (FD) was born out of these machinations.  The British had little interest in community rights, and though the Indian Forest Act (India’s main forest law to this day) had clauses about survey and settlement of such rights in forest areas, this was almost never done.  Those whose rights were not recorded were transformed into ‘encroachers’.  Their lands, their homes and their livelihoods became hostage to the forest authorities, who – first in the name of empire, then in the name of country, and now in the name of conservation – deny their rights and often their existence.

The Department is now a top-down bureaucracy that speaks in the ‘national interest’ but is unaccountable to the nation.  Having suppressed the very communities that understood the forest and could monitor its own activities, the Department now operates with complete impunity.  Anyone who enters or lives in a forest area is subject to its writ and fiat.  The result is that the ‘national interest’ all too frequently becomes the interests of the industries, the mines and the mafias that have taken over various parts of the FD machinery (see Truths & Falsehoods note).  Absolute power corrupts absolutely.  

As a result, India’s forests have been greatly degraded or destroyed, even as forest communities have faced more than a century of brutality and harassment.  Most recently, in May 2002, the Central Government misinterpreted a Supreme Court order and directed all State Governments to immediately evict ‘encroachers’ from all forests.  The massive eviction drive, once again, did not target the forest destroyers – the mafias and industry – but instead targeted forest communities.  Over 40,000 families were evicted in Assam alone; the all-India total is unknown but would be in lakhs.
  

It is thus no accident that India’s forests have seen an unbroken string of revolts and protest, starting from the huge tribal uprisings of the nineteenth century.   Today, in Madhya Pradesh, adivasis are killed in police firing when trying to stop the burning of their villages; in the Nilgiris, Dalit forest dwellers stage civil disobedience to block the timber mafia; in Andhra Pradesh, tribal youths join the Naxalite left and are branded as terrorists.  Meanwhile, India’s tigers vanish and our forests disappear, all under the noses of the very authorities that claim to be the custodians of our ‘national heritage.’

It is this endless cycle of injustice, pain and ecological destruction that the new law promises to address.  It achieves two major reforms: it recognizes communities’ rights and it democratizes the system of forest conservation.  Both are vital to the health of forests and forest communities.  The track record of the forest authorities is there for all to see.  Without change, there may soon be neither forests nor forest communities left.  
� The Campaign was formed to counter this eviction drive.  It is a federation of forest community organizations from ten States.





