
Editor’s Trail : Ups and Downs with the Forest Rights Act

The adivasi peoples of India are found in most parts of the country 
except Punjab and Haryana. They are scattered along the Western 
Ghats, in small communities, many of them formerly hunter-gath-
erers but now hedged in between estates of tea, rubber, coffee, 
plantations and protected areas, and private land holdings. Larger 
populations of adivasi peoples are found in central and north-east-
ern India, as well as in Rajasthan and Gujarat. Many of them, like the 
Santhal, the Kol and the Gond, cleared tracts of forest and became 
cultivators much earlier than others who depended on the forest 
for a large part. Yet, what was common to a vast majority of adivasi 
people was that they did not “own” the land or the landscape they 
lived off, at least not in the “legitimate” way, with ownership titles 
recognized by the state. Whenever their lands or forests were tak-
en up for any government or private project the adivasi people in-
evitably had to move out, leaving behind villages they had lived in, 
the graves of their ancestors, their hunting grounds, their streams 
and rivers, the very spaces that connected them to this earth. Usu-
ally, as they had no “legitimate” proof of ownership, they were not 
compensated for what they lost, and they just had to move on, to 
other forest tracts if they were available, or to the cities and towns 
as refugees. Most of the adivasi people we see in our metropo-
lis probably have variations of such stories to tell: I’ve met adivasi 
people in Koraput, Odisha, who have been thrice displaced within 
a generation! Together, the adivasi and forest dwelling people in 
our country are about 10% of the population.

Though the unfairness of the ‘adivasi situation’ has been known 
since colonial times it took the last government’s leader to give it a 
name - historical injustice – and a legal framework was formulated 
to correct it. This was the Forest Rights Act (2006) that allowed 
adivasi and forest dwelling peoples to claim back forests and lands 
they had traditionally used; the gram sabha was given powers to 
claim forests that customarily belonged to them – forests the com-
munity used for various resources, their sacred sites, the pools 
they fished in, often encompassing an area within a radius of 5-10 
kilometres – and some adivasi communities successfully did so. 
The prime examples are from Menda Lekha village in Gadchiroli, 
Maharashtra; and the Dongria Kondh people who prevented their 
sacred mountain from being mined for bauxite by a private compa-
ny in Niyamgiri, Odisha. There are a few other examples scattered 
across adivasi India, especially where they have been supported by 
strong and dedicated NGOs and a supportive government bureau-
cracy. This is because staking a claim to community forest rights 
entails much ground work (discussions within the community to 
agree on the boundaries, mapping, etc.) and pushing the claim 
through various stages of official panels. The government, on its 
part, has made no effort to encourage the filing of claims; nor has 
it educated its officers concerned with the FRA on the procedures 
involved. In fact, most of the officials at the district level are com-
pletely ignorant about the Act or misinterpret what it is supposed 
to serve. Many of them cannot comprehend the possibility of adi-
vasi people actually owning and managing their forests.

If enacted in its true spirit the Act would be able to deliver some 
justice to even those communities that have been nomadic for 
much of the time, settling down only for small periods in make-
shift camps, and following the food trail. Such people would legit-
imately claim large tracts of forests and grasslands; such a propo-
sition is improbable in today’s scenario as most of these ancestral 
territories of the adivasi peoples have already been encroached 
upon – one can imagine the Toda people claiming much of Ooty 
town along with many of the grasslands in the region where they 
have traditionally grazed their buffalo!

Even foregoing such unviable situations, if the Act is implemented 
with a minimum level of sincerity – the government being proac-
tive in explaining it through the various media, educating the of-
ficers at the ground level in adivasi districts, dissipating the many 
misconceptions the Act is riddled with, and taking pride in correct-
ing an injustice that has long troubled our society – it would go a 
long way in bring some calm in adivasi areas.

As yet, a decade after the Act was put in place, its implementation 
has remained poor. Across most adivasi regions of India there is an 
unrest that can be traced to the vulnerability of the people with re-
gard to the only resource they have: land! Of being helpless in the 
face of large companies that mine coal in their forests with impu-
nity, leaving their rivers polluted by the discharged waste. The For-
est Rights Act was meant to protect these marginal communities 
against precisely such events: the non-implementation of the Act 
may be read as the state’s refusal to do so. Stretching the logic a bit 
further we may wonder whether the people are anti-state or the 
state anti-people! Any peoples protest against these forces of usur-
pation – raising ones voice against a company – gets them labelled 
anti-national, not anti-company, ironically equating a company to 
the state itself! In parts of Singbhum, Jharkhand, where Bhushan 
Steel and Power operates, or in Raigad, Chhattisgarh, where it’s 
Jindal-raj, these companies are more powerful than the state. In 
a forested village called Ghatbharra in Surguja, Chhattisgarh, the 
state had even granted the gram sabha its forest area under the 
Forest Rights Act; then, with coal available in the region, it went 
back on its own word, and took back the rights. There are numer-
ous examples where the state has brokered for a private compa-
ny, to the detriment of the environment and its people, but there 
seems no point going down that road.

Instead, what seems to be the need of the hour are the lessons 
one can learn from communities that have to come together and 
used the Act to claim their territory, as in Menda Lekha, taking 
ownership as well as the management into their hands. In Surguja, 
the Act effectively protected community forests against the IFF-
CO power plant. In Srikakulam, the Saora people held up against 
granite quarry companies to protect their sacred Kannedhara hill, 
quite like the Dongria Kondh who protected their revered Niyamgi-
ri mountain in Rayagada and Kalahandi districts.

From these examples one can understand that the Act alone will 
not bring justice to the adivasi people. Instead the Act as an in-
strument goes hand in hand with many other factors and can only 
be used well if they are all in place: coherence in communities, a 
willingness to conserve community forests with a long-term view 
about their management. Furthermore, the presentation of the 
claim to the administration and following up on the various steps 
require another set of skills, usually available through the help of 
civil society groups. It is now the task of the various individuals and 
NGOs working with adivasi peoples to bring all these features that 
supplement the Act together to make it work in the spirit it was 
meant to. It will take time but it is possible.
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FRA Training workshop for community members of five villages 
in Kinwat Taluka, Nanded District - Community Forest Resource 
Area, formation of Conservation and Management Plan Commit-
tees and related issues

The Mankdia, Khadia and the Lodha communities are three clas-
sified Primitive and Vulnerable Tribal Groups (PVTGs) living in the 
Mayurbhanj district of Odisha. Such communities have been suf-
fering from the deprivation of their entitlements. Their lack of con-
fidence to claim their rights makes them inherently vulnerable; in 
addition, most Khadia and the Mankdia people are psychologically 
not so strong enough to deal with mainstream society. The Lodha 
community, on the other hand, suffers from the social stigma due 
to historical reasons but some of them are gradually adopting agri-
culture as their livelihood. Yet, for a majority of the PVTGs the forest 
is their mainstay and they choose to live close to them, especially in 
the Similipal Biosphere Reserve. Read More 

Author - Felix Padel & Malvika Gupta

Bundelkhand, an area famous for its history, forests, forts and tem-
ples was dry and hot by the end of March. The Flame of the Forest or 
Palash (Butea monosperma) was blooming and gave the landscape a 
beautiful colour along with the yellowing leaves of mahua. We were 
travelling through the area visiting mainly Gond tribal villages in and 
around the Panna Tiger Reserve and amongst the sandstone & dia-
mond mines.  Read More
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The presence of bamboo has been recorded since the Cretaceous 
period – about 144 million years ago – when the first flowering 
plants appeared. It found as far north as 50* N to about 47* S, in-
cluding the Himalayas and the sub-Saharan regions. It is a grass and 
belongs to the Graminae/Poaceae family; it is extremely diverse with 
1400 species grouped into about 115 genera; about 136 species 
are found in India, with 58 of them coming from the north-eastern 
states. Read More
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Samarthak Samiti Udaipur has been working with adivasi people de-
pendent on NTFPs for about 10 years. The Samiti’s aim is work for 
the rights of such people, especially in getting the wages for their 
work and the price of their produce as they depend mostly on these 
NTFPs. Along with the development of forests the livelihood op-
tions and improvement of resources have also been worked on, and 
some success has been achieved. The Samiti is working on various 
NTFP-based ventures, the training about them, their value-addition 
and regeneration. Read More
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Magri is a village in Pratapgarh district, known the abundance of ja-
mun trees. Unfortunately, most of the fruit are wasted; only about 
10% of the jamun is eaten by children or sold at the local haat in 
Pratapgarh by 5-10 families, usually for as little as Rs 5/kg. Then in 
2010-11, Ganga Bai from the village Womens’ Group, produced 20 
litres of sirka (jamun syrup) and sold it to Samarthak Samiti at Rs 
30/litre. Since then Ganga Bai, who had been trained by Samarthak 
Samiti, an NGO working in the Udaipur region, comes regularly with 
her produce to the Samiti. Read More
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Updates from the field!

Lokpanchayat from Kumshet village

Vikasa in Andhra Pradesh established a nursery focusing on NTFP 
species this year. The plants grown are for enriching forest areas and 
the species selected are soap nut, marking nut, jaffra, tamarind and 
jamun in the nursery.

The reason behind taking up this nursery activity was the extensive 
damage done by the ‘Hudhud’ cyclone that hit Visakhapatnam in 
2014.  Since then NTFP collections have dropped considerably and 
in 2015 there was no collection. The idea is to help replenish even 
a fraction of the loss/damage caused by the cyclone. Many cashew 
plantations belonging to communities we work with have also been 
damaged. It is one of the species in this nursery to help them fill gaps 
in their lands.  

The planting will begin in August in Avuruwada panchayat in Madu-
gula Mandal of Visakhapatnam district.

Vikasa from Avuruwada panhayat

Margdarshak from Surguja

Leaf from Bastar
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