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A Bill inthewoods

e proposed legidation to
grant_land rightstotribalshas
een imperilled even before
thedraft Bill goesfor Cabinet clear-
ance. TheBill seekstoprovidetrib-
aswithrightstotheland andforest
roducethat they havetraditional-
ybeensubsistingon. Theobjective
istosafeguardthelivdihoodand so-
cio-cultural habitats of forest
dwelling communities and to de-
velop their long-term stakeinthe
sugtainableuseof land andforestre-
sources. However, someforest and
wildlifeinterest groupshavebegun
aconcerted campaign against the
Bill. What |endsteethto their cam-
paignisthesupportthey haveman-
agedto securefromsomewel-con-
nected parliamentarians. Equaly
notableisthereported 0|oposit| onto
key provisionsof theBill by theen-
vironment and forests ministry,
whichhasdubbedthemoveasabid
to compensate for failures onthe
tribal development front by gifting
away the country's forest herltag(e.
Though no political party cantake
anopensand againg providingland
rightstotribal sfor feer of losingtheir
votes, thosespeakinginthenameof
fores andwildifepreservation have
managed to put aquestionmark on
thewisdom of theBill.

Onproper examination, most of
the apprehensions of the anti-Bill
lobby seemill-founded. The Sm-
plistic mathematicsthat rai seshor-
rific visonsof 80milliontribal sget-
ting 2.5 hectares per tribal family
(andthereby caus nﬂthe parcelli n%
out of two-thirdsof thecountry's6
million hectares of forests) isinac-
curate and misleading. No forest
Ia_rlwldristo berehdistri buted; al(l)fthat
will happenistherecognition of ex-
isting rights and ﬁ?a%?tati ons—as

romised repeatedly in previous
awsandforma policy statements,
but not implemented from as far
back as 1980 for reasonsthat do no
credittothestate. Whatever dangers
threateninglndiaswildifehaved-
ready taken their toll (as in the
Sariskatiger reserve); itisnottrib-
alswho havebeenthe culpritsbut
the forest department and govern-
ment officids, incahootswithram-
pagingpoachers. Indeed, usingthe
cover of various courtjudgements,
forest officias have been routinely
evictingtribal sfromforestland and
habitats, and after denyingtribals
theirtraditional rightsto minor for-

est produce, havehandedthesame
over to contractorsto exploit. The
bigger danger to forests, bitter ex-
perience shows, isthe officia-con-
tractor and official-poacher nexus,
not poortribals.
Theissuethereforeis not forest
or wildlife conservation, itistribal
rights. Those opposing the Bill
should ponder over the spread of
Naxaisminthevasttribal betof the
central andeasternpartsof thecoun-
try, nowthecountry'sleadinginter-
nal security problem. Andit needs
to be asked whether this has any-
thing to do with the shoddy treat-
mentof tribal sby theagenciesof the
gate,includingdienationfromtheir
landand sourcesof livelihood. This
dienationoflocal communitiesfrom
theforestsinwhichthey liveismore
harmful than retaining them asan
integral part of the overall produc-
tionsystem, asborneoutbytheCris-
saTribal Development Project, im-
plementedintheKashipurarea. The
provisionof securetitlestotribal sof
small piecesof "donger” (hill) lands
has helped in curbing the environ-
mentally ruinous practice of shift-
ing cultivation and led to improve-
mentintheecologica balance. The
experience of thejoint forest man-
agement system at many placesin
theHimalayanfoothillsisno differ-
ent. Here, an indiscriminate ex-
ploitation of forests has given way
totheir sustainableuseby involving
local dwellersinthe conservation
and r_nana?ementofforest lands, in-
cluding allocating shares of forest
produceand collectinguser charges.

Therefore, theBill isentirely de-
fensbleinwhat it seekstodo. The
guestioniswhether it will beprop-
erly implemented or whether land
title will be given out to wrong
claimants. Thisisalwaysadanger
when the officia machinery isas
compromised asithasbecome. The
useof gram sabhasismeanttobea
safeguard in this context, but vigi-
lancewill berequiredtopreventmis-
use of anew law. Theissuehereis
largerthanany specificBill, ithasto
dowiththequality of adminigtration
andthepoor state of governancein

eneral. Intheimmediate context,
the government must be guided by
the understanding that forests are
not endangered by recognisingthe
tribal rights of peoplewho are d-
ready residingin forest areas, and
go aheadwiththeproposed Bill.



