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Community Control, 01 Feb 2008

SR. HIREMATH

'Nature can never be managed well unless the people closest to it are involved in its
management and a healthy relationship is established between nature, society and culture.
Common natural resources were earlier regulated through diverse, decentralized,
community control systems. But the state's policy of converting common property
resources into government property resources has put them under the control of
centralized bureaucracies, who in turn have put them at the service of the more powerful.

"The process of state control over natural resources that started with the period of
colonialism must be rolled back. Given the changed socio-economic circumstances and
greater pressure on natural resources, new community control systems have to be
established that are more highly integrated, scientifically sophisticated, equitable and
sustainable. This is the biggest challenge.'l

WHEN over 50 of us from across the country - scientists, activists associated with
people's movements for environment protection - signed the above statement of shared
concern in the Second Citizen's Report (1984-85),1 we were both describing the genesis
of the problem of environmental degradation and alienation of local people from natural
resources and the challenge of establishing community control over natural resources.
The process of alienation began around 1860, during colonia days, when the British
began to ‘reserve' the forests as source of revenue for the state and for their commercial
and industrial needs back home, and established the Forest Department in 1894.

This policy adversely affected the close and living relationship between natural resources,
the tribals and rural poor who are critically dependent on them for their survival. While
the so-called 'scientific management' may have served the strategic needs of the
colonizer, it led to the destruction of the forest wealth of the people, adversely affected a
wholesome lifestyle and culture on one hand and hit at their very survival base and a
great civilization that had established a healthy relationship between nature, culture and
society, on the other.

This paper deals with the above broad issues of common lands (all lands except private
lands) from our grassroot experience of over two decades to the difficult fight against the

forest mafia and changes in the policy and legal arena for meaningful people-centred
management of natural resources.

It also addresses the greater challenge of re-establishing, in the present context,
community control and management of natural resources likejal, jungle, jameen and
khaneg (water, forest, land and minerals) on one hand and self-rule (empowered gram
sabhas) on the other. This can be achieved by adopting a holistic and multidisciplinary
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approach to the issues of forestry and common lands that takes us to the core of our
notions of ‘progress' and ‘civilization'. What we need is a second freedom movement to
place the issues of people's control over livelihood resources and 'self rule’ (empowered
gram sabhas) on the national agenda, atask unfinished by our freedom movement.

Two developments in the early 1980s brought us face to face with the issues of common
lands (i) a state-industry combine called the Karnataka Pulpwood Ltd., (KPL) ,ajoint
sector company came into existence on 14 November 1984, and (ii) the Karnataka Social
Forestry Project (KSFP), afive year (1983-88 ) Rs 55 crore project financed by the
World Bank and Overseas Development Administration (ODA). Our involvement soon
broadbased itself to the national level. This included fighting the timber mafia in the
Bastar region in Madhya Pradesh, and working a national campaign for the protection of
common lands, and making the large forestry projects relevant to people's needs, like the
Western Ghats Forestry Project funded by the Department for International Development
(DFID), UK.

The KPL was formed by the Karnataka Forest Development Corporation (a corporation
wholly owned by the Government of Karnataka) with 51% shares and the Birla owned
Harihar Polyfibres (a private company which has heavily polluted the Tungabhadra river,
amgor lifeline of Karnataka, whichjoins the Krishnariver downstream), with a 49%
share. The sole purpose of KPL, with an initial outlay of Rs 30 crore, financed by a
consortium of three nationalized banks with refinancing facility by the National Bank for
Agriculture and Rural Development (NABARD), was to grow eucalyptus and other fast
growing trees on forest and community lands (gomal, soppinabetta and others) for
captive consumption of Harihar Polyfibres. The KPL was to deprive arura population of
over 500,000, especially the landless and marginal and small farmers, of their basic needs
of fodder for cattle and sheep, fuelwood for cooking, small timber for agricultural
implements, raw materia for rural artisans, like basket and mat weavers, and fruits for
the poor.2, 3

In the 1990s, the Ministry of Environment and Forest (led by Kamal Nath, the Union
Minister of Environment and Forests) attempted to give 2 million hectares (50 lakh acres)
for captive consumption of paper and pulp industries4, 5 by amending the National Forest
Policy, 1988 and the Conservation of Forests Act, 1980. This would have resulted in the
destruction of forests with large scale felling of trees by the timber mafia, illegal mining
and so on especialy in the Bastar region in Madhya Pradesh in the 1990s. 10,11 It could
have possibly choked off the origin of three rivers at Gangamul in the Western Ghats by
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24.08.1994). Saxena delivered the keynote address at the national workshop on Forest
Lands Issues held at Bangalore in August 1995, the proceedings of which are published
in the book, Forest Land and Forest Produce as if People Mattered. From our experience
with the local common communities, asis the case with many others in different parts of
India, the empowerment of gram sabha and community control over natural resources
seem to be the best instruments to fight these global forces of privatization.

The Karnataka Pulpwood Ltd. (KPL) was the issue where we got centrally involved
through an effective people's movement. It was over the question of eucalyptus or
commercia species and more importantly, the deeper questions of land - who controls it,
who decides what species to plant and who benefits from them. It was an enormous
learning experience.

In this process, we also came to question the role of the forest department and other
government machinery. Whose side do they normally take in a conflict between the rura
poor and industry on issues of forestry and common lands? We also learnt about the
constitutional provisions for establishing people's rights over natural resources and how
to further promote them. This helped us work out a more comprehensive strategy to deal
with the various issues of common lands, including the KPL issue.

It was the combination of a powerful people's movement for protection of common lands
supported by scientific studies, filing of a public interest litigation in the Supreme Court
of India (W.P. No. 35 of 1987), mobilizing support among the legislators and other
people's representatives at panchayat and grassroots levels and, equally important,
advocacy efforts with the concerned bankers and government officials, that finally led to
the success of the people’'s movement for common lands and to the closure of KPL. This
story has been narrated in the book, Quest for Justice.2

Some of the other activities we have been involved with are the socia forestry plantation
(eucalyptus and acacia) in Medleri village, Save the Western Ghats March (SWGM),

over 3000 km in 1987-88, Medleri integrated wasteland development project in
Ranebennur taluka (1992-95) and more recently, natural regeneration of common lands in
Kusnur and Kumaranahalli clusters of villages, Karnataka.9 These have further
contributed to our understanding of the issues of common lands and provided useful
insights into the social and economic aspects of eucalyptus and other commercial
plantations and their impact on the rural poor, the tribals and their environment.

The low cost but effective afforestation of the common lands, including those reclaimed
from KPL, measures such as social fencing, firelining and natural regeneration is
described in the article, 'Moving Mountains' (Deccan Herald, August 1999) and in
Grassroots by the veteranjournalist Ajit Bhattacharjea, who extensively covered the
common lands movement against KPL.9,10
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plants and other mega industrial and commercial ventures, and the creation of protected
areas (national parks and sanctuaries).

One of the magjor challenges facing us is to recognise people's rights over natural
resources. The tribals, fish workers and other rural poor must have greater control over
their land, water and forests, which have been sustained over the centuries through
utilizing them in afrugal and sustainable way. The continued systematic assault on these
common property resources (CPRs), in the name of development and scientific
management have most serioudly threatened the very survival base of vast sections of
people.

It is essential to emphasize that the rights of people always enumerate from the
responsibilities they shoulder. The tribals, fisherfolk and rural poor derive their rights
from the responsibilities that they have shouldered over centuries, of protecting
biodiversity against heavy odds and utilized these resources in a frugal and sustainable

way.

It is essentia to recognize the rights of the deprived sections of the people over natural
resources that they have tried to protect against heavy odds. In other words, we have to
accept perhaps the greatest challenge to us socia activists, scientists and others
concerned about the future of this country - to put people's rights over natural resources
within the precept of self-rule (swargya) on the national agenda. As stated in the
statement of shared concern at the beginning of this article, we have to evolve new
community control systems that are suitable to the present complex situation.

It is through such an analysis of the historical developments and understanding of the
present situation, that anational campaign called Azaadi Se Swargjya was launched on
the midnight of 14-15 August 1996, on the eve of the 50th year of Independence, by Jan
Vikas Andolan (JVA), anational network of people's movements, organizations and
individuals. 13 It has addressed these issues from the grassroot to policy level in abroader
context.

The concept of self-rule contained in the panchayat rg legislation (73rd and 74th
Amendment to the Constitution) and the Bhuria Committee Report (for tribal areas)
which was implemented through enactment of Provisions of Panchayats (Extension to
Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA-96) embodies to an extent the rights of the people
over national resources in abroader way. It is essential to strengthen and deepen this
process and spread it through empowerment of gram sabhas by amending the state
panchayat rg acts. Gram GanarglyaVedike (GGV) is spearheading a people's movement
Jn Karnataka in this regard. Further, it is essentia that we study tribal history carefully,
first to document the true history as it happened and second, to derive inspiration from
their protests and heroic struggles. It is aso necessary to understand the concept of sell-






Development Report, resigned in anger recently when he was ordered to rewrite his
staffs draft. The report is extremely influential among economists, and Mr. Kanbur's
version questioned how well developing countries adapt to capitalism. In fact, it
guestioned whether the West's standard prescription for reform does enough to help the
poor' (The New Y ork Times, 25 June 2000).

AsM.K. Gandhi had clearly stated, 'Real swargya will not come by the acquisition of
power by the few but by the capacity of the many to resist when power is abused.'

Western civilization and the forces of globalization, liberalization and privatization have
concentrated enormous power in afew hands at enormous cost to the vast sections of
poor and tribal communities. Thispower is being misused to make the poor poorer and
invade a whole-some lifestyle and culture of humane societies.

In other words, the last man who should occupy the central place in our development
paradigm is systematically marginalised and eliminated. The fact that our own
democratic governments have since 1947 evicted 1.5 crorerural poor from their homes
and habitats in the name of 'national development' and that even after 50 years of
adoption of the Constitution we do not have arehabilitation policy is a sad commentary.
Thereis need to give legal protection to the rural poor by incorporating key features into
the land acquisition bill itself. The efforts by voluntary agencies who worked out
alternate forest, land acquisition and rehabilitation bills are unfortunately not being
recognized and the interest of these vulnerable communities not protected. 15, 16

This has to be protested and fought with both non-violent direct action12 and the

constructive instruments of people's rights over natural resources and ‘empowered gram
sabhas'.
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