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Missing the woods

IGERS versus Tribals:
thisishow the debateon
the Scheduled Tribes
(Recognition of Forest
Rights) Bill, 2005, has been
framed. If you are for tigers, you
shouldn't recognise forest rights of
tribals. And if you are for tribals,
then it ipsofacto meansthat tigers
arenotimportanttoyou. Thisisa
completely false dichotomy.

Itisprecisely to protect tigers
(and trees) that we must take
back our forests from the forest
department and put them in the
stewardship of forest dwellers.
The reliance on the forest de-
partment, pre- and post-inde-
pendence, has proved to be mis-
placed. The case involving
Mansur Ali Khan Pataudi high-
lights the problem. This is true
not only in India but in much of
theworld. And theworld islook-
ing for an alternative.

The conventional approach to
wildlife conservation is premised
on separating humans from ecol-
ogy. Thistrangatesinto declaring
more and more areas as national
parks or sanctuaries, clearing them
of dl human habitation, and then
installing guards with more and
more powerful guns. This West-
ern, or 'green’ approach — also
caled the guns and guards ap-
proach (gugu approach) — turns
forest dwellers from friends into
enemies of wildlife and forest re-
sources. Studies and surveys have
shown that the poachers are typi-
cdly thelocal people. Thetraders
in wildlife are outsiders (may be
foreigners), but the poachers are
the peopleliving around our parks
and sanctuaries.

The gugu approach hasturned
thevery peoplewho protected our
forests and wildlife for centuries
intoitsdestroyers. Itisalsoatypi-
cal urban approach, which sees
the tiger as endangered while the
tribals see themselves as endan-
gered by thetiger! Thecostsof the
gugu approach areborn by tribals
—intheir evacuation, loss of habi-
tat and livelihoods—but the ben-
efits accrue to people like us —

mostly urbaniteswho take pridein
'saving' the tiger and going on an
occasional family safari.

Thegugu approachimposesthe
costs of protecting wildlife primar-
ily on forest dwellers. Despite that
(or because of it) the approach has
failed universally. This has pro-
mpted many countries to try a dif-
ferentroute: put forest dwellersand
not forest departmentsin charge of
thesepreciousresources. They have
adopted aterracotta approach —
incentive-based integration pf peo-
pleto sustainwildlife and forests as
well aslivelihoods. Peoplearemade
stewards of natural resources; they
manage and often own these re-
sources. Theforest departmentsbe-
come advisorsand facilitators.

We need to remember
forests are for forest
dwellers, not foresters
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mon resources. Many thought that
the state would be more rational
and egalitarian in the use of these
resources and would be amore &-
fective andvigilant protector. How-
ever the nationalisation of our nat-
ural resources has been the real
tragedy. The nationalised resources
become collective resources and
suffer overuse and neglect. Only
de-nationalisation and de-collec-
tivisationwill addresstheproblem.

Take the example of Zim-
babwe's CAMPFIRE (Commu-
nal Areas Management Program
for Indigenous Resources) pro-
gramme of the eighties and
Nepal's community forestry man-
agement of the nineties are classic
examples of the terracotta ap-

Take the success of Nepal's community
forestry management. From almost
complete decimation, its forest cover
doubled in the last decade with forest
user groups taking charge

The terracotta approach is old
wisdom. Before the advent of mod-
erngovernments, the commons—
grazing pastures, forests, lakesand
rivers, and fisheries—were man-
aged by local people through local
normsand customs. Ever increas-
ing demand for these resourcesdue
to agrowing population, accelerat-
ing economic development, and
improving technologies, began to
put pressure on theinformal norms
and customs that managed the use
of theseresources. I nstead of build-
ing on the informal arrangements
that had worked well, unfortu-
nately, the statetook over theown-
ership and management of com-

proach of denationalisation and
communitisation. Under CAMP-
FIRE, the government gave the
forests, along with the elephants,
to forest dwellers. The result?
Zimbabwe's elephant population
has grown at a rate higher than
that of any other country — even
countries with mightier guns and
many guards. Thisis despite the
fact that its tribal-owners sell li-
cencesto hunt elephants. Yes, one
can buy alegal licence to hunt an
elephant in Zimbabwe. At aprice
of more than US$ 10,000! Only
the marked elephants are allowed
to be hunted, who arewell beyond
their reproductive age. Hunting li-

cences have become a significant
source of revenue to enhance the
living standards of tribals as well
asprovide moreresourcesto care
and expand the elephant popul a-
tion and their habitat. The great
success of Nepal's community
forestry management is right in
our backyard. From almost com-
plete decimation, Nepal's forest
cover has doubled in the last
decade with forest user groups
taking the charge from the min-
istry of forest.

In addition to al the utilitarian
or efficiency arguments, it must be
remembered that local communi-
ties have aprior claim — amoral
claim — on these resources. They
have been using these resourcesfor
generations and centuries. Itison
the premise of prior use that the
ownership of resources has been
settled in any civilised society. The
privately-owned land today was at
some point in time aforest. Some
people cleared those forests for
agricultural, residential or com-
mercial use, and they received
property titles to the cleared land.
But some did not clear the forests
and continued to lived in them.
These forest dwellers are now re-
fused the same process of land ti-
tling that we enjoyed. The people
who kept the forestsintact are be-
ing penalised for not clear-cutting
them in the past aswe did. Itisa
grossinjustice not to recognise the
rights of forest dwellers. The most
efficient aswell asethical resolution
is to take our forests from the
forestersand put themin the hands
of forest dwellers.

Let there be no mistake: the
framing of the debate on the
Scheduled TribesBill astigersver-
sus tribals is completely mislead-
ing. Itisasmokescreen. Thereal
issue is about saving tigers and
trees by making forest dwellers
the custodians of our forests. We
have given enough time to
foresters; let'sgiveforest dwellers
achance. They are our only hope.
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