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PROLOGUE 
 
The last few years have seen a proliferation in the discussion around the rights of forest 
workers and forest-based communities, particularly in the context of the implementation of the 
Forest Rights Act (formally known as the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest 
Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006). The struggles of forest dwelling communities 
to assert their sovereign control over forests and other natural resources, waged from the early 
days of the British rule right up to post-Independence India, are probably the oldest and the 
most consistent. But these struggles have thus far been marginalised by the political and 
academic circles. In post-colonial India, the discourse on forests and environment almost 
always dealt with and described the community as a threat to the environment and held it 
responsible for the destruction of natural resources. Hence the identity of forest workers was 
never really recognised, neither in the political nor the labour movement discourse. But despite 
such a response, these struggles continued, incessantly raising vital questions of labour rights 
and human rights. The last three decades, particularly since the enactment of the Forest 
(Conservation) Act, 1980, have witnessed a revitalisation and intensification of these forest-
based struggles.  
 
In the 1990s, the initiation of the process of organising forest workers and establishing a 
separate national forum, which started during the process of formation of the National Centre 
for Labour, marked the beginning of a new chapter in the history of the forest rights and 
environmental justice movements in India. This period also saw the introduction of structural 
adjustment policies and the increasing assault of capitalist globalisation on natural resources, 
which accelerated into the enormous environmental crisis that we face today. Today, this 
section of the labour force has formed itself into a strong movement which is fighting a crucial 
battle for protecting natural resources and securing livelihoods by challenging the capitalist 
system. Two very important aspects of this moveme nt are: one, asserting the collective rights 
of forest-based communities on forest resources and two, environmental justice, which an 
issue of critical importance for the society as a whole.  
 
The formation of the National Forum for Forest People and Forest Workers (NFFPFW) marked 
an important stage in the development of this movement, making crucial an analytical study of 
the processes that led to its formation and subsequent development. It is also important to 
analyse the historical and political significance of the NFFPFW within the labour movement, 
particularly in the context of the enactment and implementation of the Forest Rights Act. The 
current study is an important first step taken by WEIGO and Vikalp Social Organisation in this 
direction.  
 
Last year, WEIGO published a report on the problems faced by women workers in the 
unorganised sector and the efforts made towards unionising them, which formed the basis of 
discussion in many seminars. In one such seminar, a report on forest workers was also 
presented, which led to a serious debate and raised some very important questions. Thereafter, 
WEIGO decided that since the problems faced by forest-based communities are complex and 



 4 

long-standing, it called for a focussed and detailed study of these issues. It is in this background 
that the current study was initiated with the intention of opening up a wider discussion on the 
challenges  confronting the formulation of effective political strategies to solve the problems 
faced by forest workers. 
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PART I 
 

HISTORY OF THE NATIONAL FORUM FOR FOREST PEOPLE AND FOREST WORKERS 
THE JOURNEY FROM FOREST RIGHTS TO ENVIROMENTAL JUSTICE 

 
 
BACKGROUND 
 
The National Forum for Forest People and Forest Workers was formed in September 1998 in a 
meeting organised in Ranchi which was attended by 120 representatives of organisations 
working with forest workers from nine states (Uttar Pradesh, Jharkhand, Chhattisgarh, 
Uttarakhand, Madhya Pradesh, Bihar, Gujarat, Maharashtra and Karnataka) and intellectuals 
such as Dr. B.K.Roy Burman and Dr. Ram Dayal Munda.  
 
The formation of the Forum was in fact the culmination of a process which started in 1993-94. 
The discussions held prior to the establishment of the National Centre for Labour(NCL), a 
national federation of unorganised sector workers, stressed on the need to make special efforts 
to organise certain sections of the unorganised sector workers, particularly fish workers, home-
based workers and forest workers. Unorganised sector workers in general face a peculiar 
challenge— despite forming a majority of the total workforce, they are still largely 
unrecognised. This was particularly true for workers involved in these three sectors. It was 
therefore felt that a two-pronged strategy had to be adopted: not only was there a need to 
build a wider organisation of all unorganised sector workers, it was also important that workers 
be organised on a sector-wise basis. One national organisation of the fish workers had already 
been formed— the National Fishworkers Forum— which was gradually expanding its reach in 
the coastal areas. A need to similarly organise home-based workers and forest workers was felt. 
SEWA had already begun the task of organising home-based workers on a national level.  
 
Based on this principle, the process of connecting with organisations working across the 
country with forest workers was started by Ghad Kshetra Mazdoor Morcha and Vikalp Social 
Organisation, which are based in the Shivalik area of Saharanpur- Haridwar districts84. The NCL 
was formed in 1995 and in 1996 the first meeting of forest workers organisations was held in 
Dehradun.  This was probably the first time in India that attempts were made to organise a 
national forum of forest workers which also tried to ensure the participation and 
representation of all forest-based communities.  
  
THE BEGINNING OF THE PROCESS: THE DEHRADUN MEETING  
 
The three-day Dehradun meeting —where about fifty representatives from eight states 
participated—saw in-depth discussions on the struggles going on in various states on the issues 
of livelihood, labour, preservation of natural resources and unionisation. Though there was a 
long history of people’s resistance and movements in forests, these struggles were localised.  
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The meeting emphasised on the need to unify these localised struggles into a national alliance 
so that forest workers struggles could finally take a strong political form and start a democratic 
dialogue with the state and administration. Further, while the laws regarding forests were 
national, the struggles remained localised, which impeded the process of collective bargaining. 
It was decided that in order to ensure the security of livelihood of forest workers, to ensure 
protection of natural resources, to start a dialogue between the workers, the state and the 
forest administration and to strengthen local struggles, a process must be initiated to unify 
these localised struggles on a national level. The importance of forming such a national alliance 
also became important due to another factor: neo-liberal globalisation and economic structural 
adjustment policies posed a direct threat to forest resources. In 1993, a meeting, which was 
attended by Forest ministers of over 150 countries, declared that forests and forest produce 
would henceforth be considered not just as national property but as an international resource 
and that the trade of forest produce would also be internationalised. Commercial forestry was 
to be encouraged over traditional methods, which posed a grave threat to the livelihood of 
forest dwelling communities. It was under this initiative that the Joint Forest Management 
(JFM) and Community Forest Management (CFM) projects were started in several states in 
which the World Bank and other international financial institutions which are controlled by rich 
countries started making large investments. The main goal of these projects was to destroy and 
replace the traditional structures of forest-based communities in the name of protecting forest 
resources. It became crucial that such anti-people measures be opposed nationally and 
internationally.  
  
The Dehradun meeting also arrived at another very critical conclusion. There were no 
legislations which ensured forest based workers and communities their citizenship rights and 
their right to livelihood, which has meant that since the days of British imperialism the Forest 
Department had monopolised the management and control of forest resources. On several 
occasions recommendations has been made to ensure the recognition of forest workers and 
their rights, but the government had not taken any concrete steps in that direction. While the 
revenue generated from forest produce continued to increase and fatten the state treasury, the 
Forest Department officials and the forest mafia ruled the roost and the forest workers who 
were responsible for the generation of this revenue continued to be neglected and exploited. 
Labour laws were never implemented in forest areas. The voices of workers and Adivasis raised 
against this exploitation was labelled as law and order problems and suppressed brutally. 
Therefore, the establishment of democratic structures of governance in forest areas in order to 
ensure civil rights and labour rights to forest-based communities was a great challenge.  It was 
felt that a specific law had to be enacted to guarantee this. Since forests had come under a 
central legislation in 1976, this law also had to be enacted by the Parliament of India. The 
Dehradun meeting envisaged a national campaign to push for such an enactment. During this 
period, the process towards the enactment of PESA, which was to establish the control of tribal 
panchayats on forest produce in Schedule V areas, was also going on. In 1988, the Government 
of India had introduced the new Forest Policy which talked of decentralisation and local 
participation in the administration of forest. It was under this new Forest Policy that in 1990 the 
then Secretary of the Ministry of Environment and Forest, Sh. Sankaran, issued as many as six 
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circulars with detailed guidelines to ensure the rights of the local community. However these 
guidelines were never implemented, given the absence of a strong, enforceable legislation. 
 
Many senior comrades participated in the Dehradun meeting, including Dr. Vinayan (Bharat Jan 
Andolan and Jan Mukti Andolan, Bihar), N.P. Sami (National Secretary, Coordination, NCL), 
Madhusudan Mistry (former Member of Parliament), Asim Roy (HMKP), Dr. Pravin Sinha (FES), 
Sanjay Garg (Member of Legislative Assembly, Uttar Pradesh) and Mukul Sharma (senior 
journalist).   
 
Fifty five representatives participated in the Dehradun meeting which discussed the following 
crucial matters: 
 

1. Defining forest workers: The tentative definition forwarded in the meeting was, “Any 
worker who depends on forests for his livelihood or is exploited, in any manner, by the 
Forest Department, Forest Corporation or contractors, or collects minor forest produce 
or cultivates the so-called forest land for a living, or is pastoralist depended on the 
forest, shall be called a forest worker”.  

2. During the discussions on the above issue, the concept of self-employed forest workers 
was also elaborated on.  It was underlined that even though often, apart from being 
self-employed, they also worked as labourers for the Forest Department or contractors, 
They were never recognised as forest workers. As result, they were deprived of 
guaranteed employment and minimum wages, were left out of the social security 
system and were exploited by the Forest Department and contractors.  

3. Since no concrete data was available on forest workers, the meeting unanimously 
decided that a research team be formed which would work out a methodology of 
preparing a Status Report on Forest Workers.  

4. It was decided that during the process of preparing this report, in-depth consultations 
would be held in various regions of the country which would also be the first step 
towards the preparation is a national Charter of Demands by forest workers, which 
would strengthen the process of forming a national level forest workers forum.  

5. Initiating a wider discussion on these issues with other organisations and groups.  
 
A preparatory Committee was formed in order to implement these decisions.   
 
TOWARDS A NATIONAL ORGANISATION: FROM LUCKNOW TO RANCHI 
 
Based on the decisions taken in the Dehradun meeting many more groups from across the 
country were contacted and involved in the process. The second meeting was organised in 
Lucknow from 1 to 3 August 1997 in which seventy representatives from nine states 
participated.  Apart from representatives of forest workers organisations, senior intellectuals 
and activists also participated in the meeting. This included Surendra Mohan (then Chairperson 
of the Khadi Gramodyog Board) who inaugurated the meeting, Anil Gupta (Professor, IIM 
Ahmedabad), Dr. Pravin Sinha and Claus Voll (FES), N.P.Sami (NCL), Com. D. Thankappan, 
Narayan Bannerjee (CWDS), Gopal Aiyer (Professor, Punjab University) and Dr. D. Prempati 
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(prominent Dalit intellectual and Professor, Delhi University). The workshop reviewed the 
progress made on the decisions taken in the Dehradun meeting. 
 
The agenda on the Lucknow meeting was as follows:    
 

1. Finalising the definition of ‘forest worker’ 
2. Starting work on the Status Report on Forest Workers. 
3. Preparing a Charter of Demands of forest workers. 
4. Forming a national level forest worker forum which focus on the following: 

a. Analysing forest related laws in the context of forest workers 
b. Ensuring the participation of forest workers in the management of forests 
c. Implementing the recommendations made the Status Report on Forest Workers 

 
Following were the main points of discussion of the meeting: 
 

1. Reinstatement of the traditional rights of forest dwelling communities 
2. Ending the contract labour system  
3. Enactment of the Right to Information Act so that Forest Policy, Forestry projects and 

Working plans can be easily accessed by forest workers 
4. Demanding that the Government issue a White Paper on the question of forest 

management 
5. Opposing the allotment of land within and outside forest areas to multi-national or 

private companies 
6.  Demanding that the Forest Department involve forest workers in the trade in minor 

forest produce. 
7. Declaration of forest villages and tongia villages as revenue villages  

 
Sanjay Upadhyay analysed the flaws of the current legal system in his article in which he noted 
that laws and policies relating the forest which resulted in the alienation of the people most 
closely linked to the forest must be challenged. He said that these so-called forest laws must be 
fundamentally changed and people’s right over forests must be re-established. He also 
discussed other issues such as the definition of forest laws by forest workers, the question of 
compensation for forest workers and the Indian Trade Union Act.  Ms. Roma presented the 
report of a study conducted in the Rajaji National Park area by the Ghad Kshetra Mazdoor 
Sangharsh Samiti. Narayan Banerjee shared the experiences of JFM in West Bengal.  
 
Following are some of the decisions that were taken in the meeting:  
 
1. The participants agreed that the definition of ‘forest workers’, which had been discussed in 

the Dehradun workshop, must be further stregthened and that legal aspects and 
perspectives emerging from people’s struggles must be incorporated in it.  A three-member 
committee was formed to work further on this issue. The members of this committee were 
Dr. Vinayan, Mukul Sharma and Ashok Choudhary.  
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2. It was decided that B. K. Roy Burman, one of the most prominent social scientists on tribal 
issues, would be entrusted with the responsibility of finalising the draft definition of ‘forest 
workers’.  

  
3. Even though the Forum for Forest Workers had not yet been established, this meeting 

arrived at a proposal for the organisational structure for the forum. It was decided that the 
forum would be established later, in an organised manner, involving as many newer groups 
as possible.  Following are some of the highlights of the proposed organisational structure:  

 
§ Given the diverse and complex conditions that prevail in forest areas across the country, 

the national forum must include representatives from all regions. 
§ Strong regional forums would be established which would anchor the activities of the 

forum. 
§ The National Forum would make an effort to identify and involve people’s organisations 

and movements, organisations that support such movements, researchers and media 
persons of varied political and ideological persuasions. 

§ The National Forum would initiate the process of dialogue between forest workers and 
the central and state governments. 

§  The National Forum would prepare a Status Report on Forest Workers which would 
include a detailed definition, the current status of forest workers, categorisation of the 
various kinds of work that they were engaged in, the history and contribution of various 
movements, case studies of initiatives taken for protection and promotion of forest 
resources taken by forest workers using traditional knowledge, and the role of 
international financial institutions and multinational companies in the trade of forest 
produce and its implications. 

§ The National Forum would work towards establishing organisational links with other 
large unorganised sector workers forums such as the National Fishworkers Forum, 
National Forum for Construction Workers, Self Employed Women’s Association, etc. 

§ Develop strategies to foster dialogue among forest workers 
§ The National Forum will work towards developing the collective consciousness and build 

up a comprehensive ideology for Forest Right movements, respecting and protecting the 
diverse identities and cultural traditions so that the forest based working people can 
achieve their human and labour rights, within the framework of Indian Constitution, 
UNHRD and ILO conventions. 

A note was prepared based on the above discussions and decisions which became a seminal 
in the establishment of the National Forum.  

 
4. The Lucknow workshop held in-depth discussions on the form of the National Forum. One 

of the suggestions was that a national federation of forest workers be constituted on the 
lines of the national fish workers and construction workers groups. However, the meeting 
ultimately decided in favour of forming a Forum first, keeping the option of involving more 
organisations and forming a federation later on. 
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5. Further, it was decided that a national workshop, where the National Forum would be 
formally constituted, would be organised in Jharkhand which has been the centre of the 
forests right struggle right from the time of British rule. Beyond the very strong symbolic 
value, it was also hoped that the process of organising the national workshop would 
encourage greater participation of groups in Jharkhand. 

 
The Ranchi workshop was organised from 17 to 19 September 1998 and saw the participation 
of over 120 representatives from eleven states. As had been hoped, the workshop also saw a 
wide participation from within Jharkhand.  Representatives from almost all movements were 
present for the workshop, including Ramdayal Munda (prominent Adivasi intellectual), 
Dayamani Barla, Faisal Anurag, Ghanshyam, Ramesh Katyayani,advocate(expert on C.N.T.A & 
Kutkatti system) and Vasavi (senior journalist). This workshop, which was inaugurated by Dr 
B.K. Roy Burman, proved to be a landmark in the forest rights campaign because it was here  
that after much debate and discussion the formation of the National Forest Workers Forum was 
finally announced and its structure concretised.  
 
The workshop saw a very intense debate on the question of defining forest workers. 
Representatives of the Adivasi movements held that Adivasis had natural rights over forests; 
that they in essence owned the forests and hence could not be considered as ‘forest workers’ 
because workers were those who did wage labour for owners and this was contrary to the 
Adivasi self-conception. This led to another discussion on the relationship between workers and 
natural resources. One of the conclusions which emerged was that the Adivasi society is 
organised around labour, but it is also built around the concept of community and collectivism 
and is interested neither in the exploitation of labour nor in selling its own labour. This is also 
the fundamental understanding of labour movement: that society must be based on labour and 
not exploitation. Therefore, Adivasis are an integral and important part of the working class. 
That is why, after much debate, it was decided that the forum would be named as the National 
Forest People and Forest Workers, recognising the diversity of labour relationships and forms in 
forest areas.  It also became clear that the National Forum would try and play a coordinating 
role between the labour movement and other social movements, which is unique in the history 
of the Indian Labour Movement.  
 
One crucial point that emerged from this debate was that establishing collective rights over all 
natural resources, including forests, land, water and minerals, must be the most important goal 
of the forest rights movement. It clearly emerged that the enactment of a legislation which 
recognises the sovereign control of those dependent on forests on forest resources was to be 
an important goal of the Forum. Such a legislation could be based for instance on the Chhota 
Nagpur Tenancy Act, 1908.  It was decided that a Campaign Committee would be formed for 
this purpose.  
 
This workshop also saw the formation of a 31-member National Committee of the Forum which 
was to take forward the conclusions and action plans which emerged from the process so far. It 
was also decided that a Charter of Demands would be finalised after wider consultations with 
movements in the various regions of the country.  
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The Ranchi workshop was therefore a very important juncture in the process which started in 
1993-94 for organising forest workers. Many labour unions and supporti ng organisations played 
an important role in this process, including National Forum for Construction Labour, SEWA, FES, 
Kamani Employees' Union and Delhi-based CWM and CEC. Meanwhile, in 1996, the South Asian 
Labour Forum was formed in Kathmandu in which representatives of forest workers groups also 
participated.  
 
THE ORGANISING PROCESS: STRENGTHENING AND EXPANDING 
 
After the formal formation of the NFFPFW at Ranchi, a new phase of strengthening and 
expanding the organisation in newer regions on the basis of the proposed Charter of Demands 
started. To take this process forward, the National Committee decided that regional meetings 
and workshops would be organised and an effort to constitute regional forums  would be made.  
Since most forest areas are situated on border areas and fall within the boundaries of more 
than one state, it was also decided that forest areas, rather than state boundaries, would be 
the basis for organising.  The tarai areas of Uttar Pradesh, Kaimur region, Shivalik region (which 
is now in Uttarakhand), Jharkhand, northern Bengal, north-eastern regions of India, Orissa, 
Madhya Pradesh (Bundelkhand and Baghelkhand), Maharasthra (Vidarbha region), Andhra 
Pradesh (Telengana and Andhra regions), the Nilgiri region (which falls within the borders of 
Tamil Nadu, Karnataka and Kerala), the Wayanadu region of Kerala and Kullu and Palampur of 
Himachal Pradesh were identified, particularly because there were already strong forest rights 
movements in these areas. Many programmes were organised in these regions in coordination 
with the movements active there which were meant not only to extend support to the local 
struggles, but also to increase intra-regional coordination.  Organisations that played a critical 
role in this process were BIRSA and Judav (Jharkhand), NESPAN and Forest Villagers Union 
(northern Bengal), Vasundhara and Tenduparta Mazdoor Union (Orissa), Yakshi (Andhra 
Pradesh), CORD (Karnataka), Tribal Development Society, Chengalpett (Tamil Nadu), Nagrik 
Manch (West Bengal), Van Kamgaar Union and Shashwat (Maharashtra), Ekta Parishad 
(Madhya Pradesh), SAVE (Himachal Pradesh), Jan Mukti Andolan (Kaimur, Bihar), Vikalp, Van 
Tongia Vikas Samiti (Gorakhpur, Uttar Pradesh), and Tree Grower Cooperative (Gujarat). A 3-
day workshop was organised in July 2000 in Nagpur in which 100 representatives from the 
above regions and organisations participated. This workshop, which saw intensive discussions 
and debates on all forest related issues, proved to be a milestone in the history of NFFPFW 
because with representatives from almost all forest regions across the country, it finally and 
firmly established the national character of the Forum. While finalising the Charter of Demands, 
it emerged that the following three issues were of utmost importance for the Forum.  
 
1. Problems relating to the forest rights in national parks and reserve forests and the 

relationship and contradiction between ‘forest worker’ and ‘forest dwellers’. 
2. The status and legal concerns relating to forest villages and tongia villages. 
3. Minor forest produce and livelihood security.  
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Hence, the Nagpur workshop decided that independent meetings would be organised in order 
to arrive at consensus and clarity on each of these issues. The resolutions passed in these 
meetings would then form an important component of the Charter of Demands, which was to 
be passed in the Forum’s first National Convention. 
The Nagpur workshop also decide that a detailed document on the present status and possible 
future strategies of the forest rights movement would be prepared, which would also analyse 
the long and rich history of forest rights struggles in the country. This document was to form 
the basis on which the Forum was to move towards unifying various regional and local forest 
rights struggles and to eventually transform itself into a Federation which had definite goals 
and a common programme but retained the openness and flexibility of a Forum. The workshop 
also decided that the Constitution and Rules of the Forum would also be drafted. 
 
For two years after the Nagpur Workshop, the NFFPFW held several meetings across the 
country in coordination with regional and local groups and organisations. This process led to 
the gradual development of regional forums in Jharkhand, North Bengal,  Uttarakhand and 
Uttar Pradesh. Similar processes towards the formation of regional forums were also going on 
other places such as Orissa, Tamil Nadu and Vidarbha. These not only strengthened local and 
regional movements but also gradually strengthened the Forum, regionally and nationally.  
 
Meanwhile, three important national level conferences were organised in 2001. The first was 
jointly organised by NFFPFW and Ekta Parishad in March 2001 in the Bandavgarh National Park 
near Katni in Madhya Pradesh on the problems relating to forest rights in national parks and 
reserve forests. The second was organised in May 2001 in Siliguri, Darjeeling on the status and 
legal concerns relating to forest villages and tongia villages. The third conference was organised 
inJune 2001 in Dehradun on the issue of minor forest produce and livelihoods. These 
conferences were successful in further delineating regional and national issues and hence 
strengthening the Charter of Demands. They also formed the basis for the document on the 
status and future strategies of the forest rights movement, the first draft of which was ready in 
2001. But most importantly, these meetings clearly brought to the fore the atrocities and 
exploitation by the Forest Department, locally and regionally, and exposed the realties of 
government schemes such as JFM and CFM. In many areas spontaneous mobilisation had also 
started among forest workers, opposing these.  
 
In 2000 and 2001 many regional meetings were organised across the country which saw large 
participation from movements in these areas. Prominent among these were the ones organised 
in Dehradun, Palampur and Sainj (Kullu, Himachal Pradesh), Siliguri and Kusiang (North Bengal), 
Kolkatta, Ranchi, Chennai and Bangalore, Patna, Betul and Jabalpur (Madhya Pradesh), East 
Godavari (Andhra Pradesh) and Sambalpur (Orissa). The Charter of Demands and the (Adhikar 
Patra) of NFFPFW were  finalised based on the discussions in these various meetings. These 
documents were placed for discussion and passed in the first NFFPFW National Convention, 
which was held in Nagpur in October 2002.   
 
Two major developments took place during this time. One, in early 2001, the movement led by 
the Adviasi-Dalit Samara Samiti and Adivasi Gotra Mahasabha of Kerala, under the leadership of 
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Adivasi leader C.K.Janu, called for a people’s parliament in front of the State Secretariat in 
Trivandrum.  Their main demand was the right of forest-based communities over forest land. 
This was a historic struggle which united forest dependent Adivasi and Dalit communities. The 
struggle in Tiruvananthapuram continued for more than two months and the Kerala 
government had to finally agree to the demands made by the movement and it declared that 
every Adivasi and Dalit landless family would be allotted 2 to 4 acres of forest land and that 
they would be given this land permanently. This was a historic victory for the forest rights 
movement in the country. Further, the demand that forest-based communities should have 
control over disputed forest land also emerged strongly. But like all other governments, the 
Kerala Government too backtracked under pressure from the Forest Department and the 
plantation lobby and took no concrete steps towards actualising these promises.  
 
Second, in May 2002, the Forest Ministry of the Government of India issued a notification 
according which all forest land which was under ‘encroachment’ as per the Forest Department 
was to be vacated. In 2000, the Supreme Court of India had re-defined ‘forest land’ and all land 
which was not marked as ‘agricultural land’ in the revenue records was henceforth to be 
considered as forest land. This decision further strengthened the control of the Forest 
Department over vast tracts of land across the country. The fact remained, that after 
Independence, lakhs of hectares of gram sabha, and even urban (nazul) land, wrongly went into 
the control of the Forest Department due to the negligence of the Revenue Department. In 
some areas, particularly Adivasi areas, the same land is registered under both the Revenue and 
Forest department records. The 2002 notification therefore threatened crores of people living 
in these forest areas and made a direct confrontation with the Forest Department inevitable. 
Protests and demonstrations started in several areas. In many states, petitions were also filed 
against the government in courts. The government came under tremendous pressure and the 
deadline as per the notification kept on extending. The government had to declare that all 
those who had been occupying forest lands before the notification of the Forest (Conservation) 
Act, 1980, will not be evicted. Amidst all this, the demand for a legislation which would ensure 
the democratic rights of forest-dwelling communities gained strength. 
  
It was amidst all this that the first NFFPFW National Convention was held in Nagpur in October 
2002. 

 
THE FIRST NATIONAL CONVENTION  
 
Nearly 400 representatives from different parts of the country took part in the Nagpur 
Convention which was inaugurated by B. D. Sharma, a leading expert on Adivasi movements in 
India. Representatives of HBF, which was formed by the German Green Party, many other 
national and regional organizations like M.M.P., N.C.L. etc. also participated in the meeting.   
 
The convention discussed and passed two seminal documents: (1) Basic problems confronting 
the Forest Rights movement, and (2) Strategies for the future. The meeting also approved 
NFFPFW’s Constitution and Charter of Demands. These documents, which had been finalised 
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after extensive discussions held over the preceding few years, were crucial in the formation and 
development of the forum. The meeting decided that these documents would be circulated 
widely and that links would be built with other movements on their basis so that a nation-wide 
movement of workers dependent on natural resources could gradually be built.  
 
The meeting saw a large and strong participation of women.  A special session was organised on 
the forest rights movement and the role of women. It declared that it was crucial to develop 
women leadership at all levels of the movement, which strengthened the feminist perspective 
in the development of the movement. For instance, Forum’s strategy of establishing collective 
rights over natural resources so that the future livelihood of all members of the community 
could be ensured developed only because of the wide participation of women. This had a deep 
impact on the very nature of the forest rights movement. Over the next few years, strong 
women leadership emerged in every wrung of the organisation, locally, regionally and 
nationally. 
 
While strongly opposing the Government notification evicting forest dwelling communities 
from forest land, the meeting decided that instead of depending solely on the judiciary, a 
movement would be started where forest dwelling communities would themselves occupy 
disputed forest land. The NFFPFW believes that these communities are the rightful owners of 
this disputed land which was wrongfully occupied by the Forest Department, feudal lords and 
private companies, from the British times till today. The forest rights movement would strive to 
solve this problem democratically instead of on depending on tumultuous, often unjust, judicial 
proceedings. In any case, the Supreme Court had, instead of looking into the matter itself, 
constituted the Central Empowered Committee to investigate such disputes. Not only did the 
Committee not have a single representative from the forest rights movement, it in fact had 
people who were openly opposed to issues raised by the movement. The NFFPFW considered 
such a committee to be unconstitutional. Further, the demand that the Government should 
enact a law which would focus on the rights of forest dwelling communities in order to 
permanently settle these disputes also gained strength.  
 
The convention saw further discussion on the name of the forum and on the definition of 
‘forest workers’.  Comrades from Jharkhand were of the opinion that like in English, the Hindi 
name of the Forum should also specially mention ‘forest people’ and ‘forest workers’. Changes 
were made later accordingly.     
 
The Nagpur meeting constituted a 51-member National Committee which then elected an 18-
member Steering Committee. The meeting also unanimously elected a National Coordinator.   
 
COORDINATING WITH TRADE UNIONS AND POLITICAL CHARACTER OF THE STRUGGLE  
 
After the Nagpur convention, work started on two fronts with a renewed focus: one, members 
began challenging the monopoly of the Forest Department, both locally and regionally; two, 
efforts of working with other movements were intensified, particularly trade unions with whom 
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several joint programmes were initiated. This decision was also endorsed in the Forum’s 
Constitution, which states that: 

The National Forum for Forest People and Forest Workers believes that in order for the 
forest rights struggle to be successful in the long term, it is vital  that the forest workers 
struggles politically aligns itself with the other class struggles  being waged in the country. 
There is a need to expand the forest rights movement in such a way that workers who 
primarily depend on natural resources, particularly of landless, agricultural workers and 
poor and marginal farmers can be involved. This Forum must also engage with Dalit 
struggles against caste-based oppression and atrocities, Adivasi struggles for (svashasan) 
and struggles against the exploitation and repression perpetuated by the ruling classes. On 
the other hand, the forest workers struggle must also align itself with the organised sector 
trade unions because organised sector workers are the first victims of the globalised, 
liberalised Indian economy. Alliances must also be established with middle classes who have 
been affected by globalisation and progressive members of the intelligentsia.  

 
Meanwhile, the process towards forming the New Trade Union Initiative (NTUI) started in 2001. 
NTUI aimed at uniting the working class, whether in the organised or unorganised sector, 
against the globalised capitalist onslaught and building a strong and independent national-level 
workers union. NFFPFW has played a crucial role in this process right from the beginning. It was 
for the first time that the labour movement gave primacy to the issue of livelihood. On 26 
February 2003, left-wing trade unions organised a massive rally in Delhi against the 
recommendations made in the Second Labour Commission Report in which over three lakh 
workers from across the country participated. Thousands of members of the NFFPFW— forest 
workers from as many as nine states— also participated in this rally. On 27 February NFFPFW 
organised an independent rally on the issue of forest rights from Shaheed Smarak to Parliament 
Street in which unorganised workers associated with NTUI also participated in huge numbers. 
The police had not allowed the rally on the 26th to reach Parliament Street and so a large 
meeting was held on Barakhamba road where it had been forced to stop. The workers were 
enraged by this and participated in the next days rally with added vigour.  
 
Usually, in forest areas and villages, forest workers end up living in isolation, alienated and 
exploited by the forest officials, police and feudal forces. Participating in these rallies had a 
remarkable impact on their morale and political consciousness. It was probably for the first 
time that they were able to see beyond their isolation; see that they are a part of a very large, 
powerful labour force. This new consciousness manifested itself in the increased vigour and 
strength of local movements when these workers went back to their regions and a series of 
protest demonstrations started at the regional level. They began to lose their deep-seated fear 
of the police, Forest Department and feudal forces. This was most evident among women and 
youth. Apart from the struggle against feudalism and capitalism, women also began to 
challenge the patriarchy which is inherent in the feudal structure. Youth too began to openly 
challenge the exploitation and oppression of the Forest Department and feudal forces.  
 
This new consciousness became evident in the 2004 Mumbai World Social Forum where 5000 
members of the NFFPFW participated, majority of whom were women and youth.  Here they 
not only met representatives of other communities engaged in struggle across India, but also 
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comrades from other countries, particularly Latin America. It was indeed amazing that they 
were able to communicate and dialogue with each other despite not speaking a common 
language! They realised that the struggle for forest right was indeed international and that 
boundaries determined by States was meaningless for them. But most importantly, this 
ideological and personal communication gave them a sense of openness and freedom which 
proved to be a major of source of strength in the coming days. Their fearlessly strengthened 
their struggle for forest rights and began reclaiming thousands of acres of land which was 
occupied by the Forest Department and feudal landlords. On several occasion women faced 
bullets but did not budge from the land. This process had become stronger in the past five 
years and today, Adivasis, Dalits and marginalised communities, led by women, are standing 
strong on their land under the banner of NFFPFW.  This is very similar to the movements in 
Africa and Latin America for ‘reclaiming the lost space’, under which indigenous groups are re-
establishing their control over lakhs of hectares of land. 
 
Some of the important rallies that were held from 2004 to 2006 are: National Convention in 
Ranchi in April 2004 against the World Bank supported forestry programmes in Chal Kandh, the 
birth place of Birsa Munda; meeting in Doiwala, Dehradun in June 2004; the rally at the World 
Dignity Forum in December 2004, the Tongia forest villages rally in April 2005; the Convention 
against poverty/deprivation in Delhi in August 2005; the campaign against WTO in Uttar 
Pradesh in September 2005; the petition in Ranchi High Court against the Forest Department in 
November 2005; massive demonstration and rally in Lucknow against the WTO meeting in Hong 
Kong in December 2005;  meeting in Delhi for the formation of NTUI in March 2006; the second 
National Convention of NFFPFW in Ranchi in October 2006; and participation in the Indian 
Social Forum in November 2006. Apart from these, several protest meetings and rallies were 
organised at the district and tehsil headquarters.   
 
CHANGES IN THE ORGANISATIONAL STRUCTURE 
 
 After the organisational structure was finalised in the Nagpur meeting, the process towards 
formation of regional forums has started. Initiative was taken to enrole direct membership of 
the forum from the local areas.But it did not succeed because it created some organizational 
problems and confusions. The members are primarily attached with the local organizations. 
Simultaneous membership of the national forum created confusion in many areas. As a result, 
the idea to have duel membership was dropped. It was decided that the members would be 
primarily members of the local/regional organizations, which would be constituent groups of 
the national forum. An estimated combined membership of the national forum in 2005 was 
about 200000(two lacs), with 95 constituent local groups.                                                                                                                 
IN TERNATIONAL RECOGNITION: FROM MUMBAI TO RANCHI  
 
As has been stated earlier, NFFPFW’s strong participation in the World Social Forum 2004 held 
in Mumbai proved to be a millstone in the Forum’s history. One the one hand local and regional 
forums were becoming stronger and on the hand alliances with other organisations and 
movements were also gaining strength. The Forum was also becoming active at the 
international level, primarily on two issues:  
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1. Establishing collective rights over land and forests 
2. Leadership of local communities on issues relating to environmental justice 

  
These two issues are in fact very closely interlinked. It is commonly believed that the movement 
for collective rights over land and forests are in many ways ‘against’ the environment and that 
the environmental justice movement is led solely by a middle class, ‘specialists’. In India and 
internationally, this perception was widely discussed and became stronger. It was crucial that 
the forest rights movements broke this myth. The need of the hour is for people’s organisations 
that are involved in the forestland rights struggle to come out openly and strongly with their 
position on this matter. It is impossible to achieve environmental justice without first 
establishing the community’s collective right over land and forests and it is important to involve 
other oppressed and exploited classes in this struggle. It is important to understand that the 
environmental justice movement is in fact also a movement against the capitalist order because 
it is the blind profiteering on which it is based that has led to the brazen exploitation of natural 
resources which has led to the destruction of the environment and is threatening the livelihood 
of communities that have depended on these resources for generations. Protection and 
preservation of natural resources and livelihoods are therefore interconnected. Hence, such 
communities must play the leading role in the environmental justice movement. This is not a 
question of mere polemics; it is in fact a matter of life and death.  
 
It was based on this understanding that members of the international environmental justice 
movement participated in the second National Convention of NFFPFW which was held in Ranchi 
in October 2006. Two clear strategies for future action emerged in this meeting: 
 

1. Establishing collective sovereign control over natural resources 
2. Opposing commodification of forests   

 
In order to effectively implement these strategies, it is imperative to bring about substantial 
changes within the organisation as well. The movements and organisations that are becoming 
stronger locally must be effectively represented in the central leadership as well. Further, the 
debates and discussions that are going on at the national and international levels must directly 
inform the regional and local struggles. It was with this understanding that National Convention 
decided that the Steering Committee must be led by community leaders. Accordingly, three out 
of five members of the Steering Committee are community leaders. 
 
THE FOREST RIGHTS ACT: ORIGINS AND CAMPAIGN TOWARD THE HISTORIC LEGISLATION 
 
As a result of all these developments, the demand for a forest rights Act began to gain strength 
in forest areas across the country. In 2004, when the UPA government came to power in the 
Centre with the support of Left parties, the demand for a law on forest rights was included in its 
Common Minimum Programme.  Hence, after 57 years of Independence, the rights of forest-
based communities finally found a footing in the mainstream political discourse.  
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In 2003, when the voices against a notification which aimed to evict people from forest areas 
became stronger, the NDA government which was in power then made some announcements. 
Newspapers were flooded with advertisements which proclaimed that Adivasis would now live 
freely in forests and all their rights would be granted to them. However, these promises were 
not accompanied by any official notification actualising them. This was a mere political gimmick 
played by the government, particularly in the light of the legislative assembly elections that 
were to be held in some of the Adivasi-majority states— Madhya Pradesh, Orissa, Chhattisgarh 
and Jharkhand.  The NDA allies in fact did benefit politically from this stunt and won in all states 
except Jharkhand. They continued with this tactic in the 2004 General Election campaigning as 
well. In turn, the Congress party in its manifesto said that if elected to power they would enact 
a new law for forest-based communities. In the elections, though the Congress emerged as the 
single largest party, it failed to muster a majority in the Parliament. It had to ally with several 
regional parties and along with the support of Communist parties they formed the government 
based on a Common Minimum Programme (CMP). Though the CMP gave primacy to enacting a 
forest rights law, after the forming the government the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) did 
not take any initiative in this direction. However, due to the forest rights movement which was 
gathering force across the country and the pressure from its Communist allies, the UPA 
government had to ultimately initiate the process. But this was half-hearted move with no real 
political will behind it. No proper consultations were held and a half-baked, ineffective Bill 
which was based on consultations with so-called ‘experts’ was tabled in the Parliament on 13 
December 2005. .  NFFPFW however rejected this Bill because it was applicable only to those 
forest-based communities which were recognised as “Scheduled Tribes” by the government, 
excluding the majority who are Dalits, other backward classes or fall under the “general” 
category. It also excluded pastoral tribes and those tribes which were not recognised as 
“Scheduled Tribes”. An Act which denied these communities denied their basic rights was 
meaningless.  
 
Many Members of Parliament also opposed the Bill and the government was forced to submit it 
for review to a Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) which was to systematically hear and 
consult with all the stakeholders and recommend appropriate changes in the Bill. The Lok 
Sabha speaker appointed a 30-member JPC headed by Sh. K. C. Deo. Though due to shortage of 
the time the Committee was not unable to visit the concerned areas, it heard representatives 
from April-May 2006. Along with Left parties and other groups working on forest right issues, 
NFFPFW also made strong recommendations, which were unanimously accepted by the 
Committee. 
 
The Government was in a flux; they could neither accept nor completely reject the JPC 
recommendations. A special group of ministers was formed which tried to pressurise the JPC to 
amend its recommendations and water-down the Bill so that the so-called ‘forest conservation’ 
lobby could be appeased.  However, the JPC refused to amend any of its recommendations and 
said that it would not be responsible for any such amendments. The government which was 
now under a lot of pressure tried to delay the enactment of the Bill. NFFPFW and other forest 
rights organisations such as CSD started protest demonstrations in front of the Parliament and 
strengthened the nation-wide campaign for the enactment of the Bill. The Bill— Scheduled 
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Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006— finally 
passed by the Parliament on the last day of its winter session on 15 December 2006. 
  
Even though the Act did not incorporate all the recommendations made by the JPC and is not 
clear on a lot of fundamental issues — such as the relationship between the Forest Department 
and the village forest rights committees and ending the monopoly of the Forest Department— 
it did provide political and legal legitimacy to the forest rights movement. It also became a 
strong instrument around which the forest workers could organise themselves and bring about 
fundamental changes in the relationship between forests and local communities on issues of 
livelihood and forest resources. These are challenging goals, but now they do not seem 
impossible to achieve. This Act, for the first time, accords a central role to forest-based 
communities in the preservation of forest resources and recognises the role of the workers 
engaged in forest produce based manufacturing. 
 
THE ROAD AHEAD 
  
The notification of the Forest Rights Act on 1 January 2008 has given a new direction as well as 
posed several new challenges for the Forest Rights movement. On the one hand was the need 
for an initiative to actualise the rights enshrined in the Act, on the other is the need of waging a 
struggle to establish systems based on environmental justice and equity to manage and control 
natural resources, especially involving communities that are directly dependent on these 
resources for livelihood. After the Ranchi Convention, and particularly after the enactment of 
the Forest Rights Act, apart working towards implementing the Act, the Forum has also been 
working with other movements in order to establish collective control of communities on land, 
forest, water and mineral resources.   
 
For the past two years the Forum has been doing awareness campaigns in forest areas across 
regions on the Forest Rights Act. Meanwhile, the Forum also joined hands with other 
movement groups engaged in opposing displacement, the destructive development paradigm 
and the unjust Land Acquisition Act and joined in the Sangharsh-2007 process. It played an 
important role in organising the 3-week long Jan Sansad (People’s Parliament) and 
demonstration in front of the Parliament in March 2007. Struggling communities, 
representatives of various people’s movements and progressive intellectuals, lawyers and 
media persons also participated in the Jan Sansad. 
 
The current discussions on climate change, led by Governments and influential lobby groups, is 
worsening the situation instead of solving it because they are trying to portray it as a mere 
technological issue which can be solved by the ‘markets’ and trade. The fact is that it these very 
groups that are responsible for giving rise to the climate change crisis! The brunt of shameless 
plunder and destruction of natural resources which has been taking place across the world for 
profit, especially for the last 150 years, has been borne by common people, especially those 
who depend of natural resources for their livelihoods. Therefore the real solution for the 
climate change crisis lies dismantling the capitalist system and establishing a new system based 
on environmental justice and equity. NFFPFW has been a strong and active proponent of this 
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multi-dimensional, pro-people perspective. The Forum has prepared relevant and basic 
documents on the issue stating it position and has, along with other people’s organisations, 
been making strong interventions on the issue nationally and internationally. The following Two 
documents on the issue are appended: 
 
§ The Dehradun Declaration 
§ By Imaginary Sinks: India Forest Carbon Emissions—  A Position Paper by NFFPFW, India 
 
In retrospect, one can say that it was a unique experience to form a common platform of 
diverse tendencies that exist in the forest right movements. It was and can only be possible 
through collective initiative in an open democratic manner and not by individual and isolated 
efforts. Starting from bringing the diverse groups together to prepare a common demand 
charter (Adhikar Patra) and then to put it in action has been a very complex and a tedious 
process. New challenges came in every stage. It was most heartening to see, in building up the 
national level forum, the emergence of strong local and regional formations which could 
confront the state oppressions successfully through mobilization of critical masses. This 
strengthened the national process immensely. The strength of NFFPFW very much lies at the 
local/ regional level. Rather,duering the process of implementation of F.R.A. it is felt that  the 
national process is lagging behind the dynamism of the grass-root mobilization. The emerging 
challenge today is to induce this dynamism at the national process. This can only be possible by 
enabling the community leadership to lead the national and international processes , as decided 
in the Ranchi Conference,2006. Key ideological issues for such empowerment are, 
 
Establishment of Community Governance in Forest 
Opposing Commodification of Forest Resources 
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 Part II 
 

IMPLEMENTATION OF THE FOREST RIGHTS ACT: NFFPFW’ S EXPERIENCES  
 
Enacted nearly 59 years after India’s Independence, the Forest Right’s Act is revolutionary in 
ways more than one. Not only is it the first legislation since the Zamindari Abolition Act which 
has dealt with the issue of equitable distribution of land, it is also the first law which has talked 
of the rights of forest dwellers, forest workers, tongia workers and those living near forest 
areas over the forest land and minor forest produce, not just as individuals but as a community. 
Most importantly, the Act gives power to Gram Sabhas for traditional management of Forest. 
The Act recognises thirteen rights of which three are individual rights while the rest are 
community rights which have been recognised particularly with the objective of protecting of 
the environment and forests.  Another feature that makes this Act unique is that it is village 
council (Gram Sabha) which has the authority to form the Village Forest Right Committee 
(V.F.R.C.) which is empowered to identify the right holders and to. So, proper formation of V. 
F.R.C. is most crucial for effective implementation of F.R.A. 
It is to be noted that forest land was kept outside the purview of Zamidari Abolishment Act at 
the time of its enactment. As a result vast areas of waste and degraded land, village forest, 
zamindari forest which were actually village commons were taken over by Forest Dept. through 
Gazette notification since 1950. Revenue and civil administration never objected to this 
process, through which F.D acquired huge areas. Thus, it became owner of 23% of total land 
area of the country i.e. 75 million hec. More than half of this ‘Forest Area’ does not have any 
forest. Most of these areas are controlled by the big landowners, farm houses owned by 
companies and so-called wild life lovers. Villages including Forest Villages  are also there which 
would have to be recognized through F.R.A. 
It is ironic that while Z.A.Act was enacted to abolish absentee landlordism, F.D. became the new 
Zaminder in independent India, which has virtually ruled over 13% of our population. Majority 
of this population is from Adivasi, Dalits communities who have been denied of basic 
constitutional rights. Thus F.R.A. mentions about ‘Historic Injustices’ precisely for this reason. 
The key issue in implementing this historic Act is to abolish the institutions responsible for 
historic injustice and to create alternative institutions which should be built on a democratic 
premise. To start with, as suggested in the Act authority of the Gram Sabha has to be 
established. 
 
VIOLATION OF LABOUR LAWS IN FORESTS   
 
As has been noted earlier, neither the Government of India nor the Forest Department has 
recognised forest dwelling communities as workers. After Independence, labour laws were not 
implemented in forests because the definitions of ‘employer’ and ‘employee’ in these areas 
were not clear. Therefore, the begari system of labour continued.  
 
Before the creation of the Forest Department in 1865 by the British Raj forest used to be a 
community resource. Colonial power through F.D. started encroaching the forest for 
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commercial purposes and gradually established its Eminent Domain over forest resources. Thus 
traditional forest based communities (Adivasis and Moolnivasis) who actually collectively 
owned these resources became disempowered and served as cheap or unpaid labour for 
extraction of forest resources to support an unplanned industrialization process. Ironically, 
plunder of resources and exploitation of workers continued even after independence, 
sometimes in the name of development and sometimes for other reasons like conservations, 
mining etc. Minimum wage and labour standard  norms are violated in most of these cases.  
 
TONGIA WORKERS: BONDED LABOURERS OF THE FOREST DEPARTMENT 
 
While on the one hand the British government was anxious due to the Adivasi revolts in forests, 
on the other they also needed a force of workers which would be completely under their 
control and whom they could use for plantation in forests. The colonial government destroyed 
forests on a massive scale for industrialisation and construction of railways. Tongia workers 
were employed by the British government to plant commercial trees in forests often without 
any remuneration or rights. ‘Tongia’ is a system of plantation in forests which the British 
introduced from Burma in which shifting cultivation was carried on between plantations, so 
that it can protected by the Tongia cultivators . Only commercial trees were planted, with the 
sole of intention of cutting them. It has nothing to do with protecting the environment. 
Workers were given a five acre plot of land in which they were free to grow any crop they 
wanted in the first year so that the land could be prepared for commercial forestry. Thereafter 
they were supposed to plants trees and grow crops in rows and tend to both. After five years, 
when the trees were big enough, the workers were shifted to another plot of land were they 
were to repeat the same process again. Tongia workers were deprived of all there rights. They 
were not even allowed to build mud houses. The Forest Department used to demolish there 
houses till as recently as 2002.  
 
Tongia workers have been planting forests across hundreds of hectares of land over the past 
century in several states such as Uttarakhand, West Bengal, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra 
Pradesh, Kerala, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, etc. Though there has been no proper 
enumeration of tongia villages, according to an estimate made by  Dr. Chhatrapati Singh that 
there are at least 7000 such villages across the country. These villages are missing from the 
maps of the forest and revenue departments which still show these areas as forests. Hence this 
community, which has spent there whole life in planting forests, making an immense 
contribution to environmental protection, has been denied even their basic rights as citizens. 
They continue to work as bonded labourers for the Government of India and the Forest 
Department continues to be their lord and master. It must be noted that forests planted by the 
tongia workers still exist as opposed to the afforestation done by the Forest Department, only 5% 
of which is considered to be successful. 
 
It was not easy for the British to find such a big army of workers. Adivasis in most areas were 
unwilling to accept this kind of slavery as a result of which tongia villages are not found in 
Adivasi areas. In other areas, the British declared existing villages as forest villages and gained 
control over them. Then those sections and castes of people who were being exploited under the 



 23 

zamindari system were identified, mostly Dalits, backward classes and Muslims, were enticed 
with false promises of land and houses. From being bonded labourers of the zamindars, they now 
became the bonded labourers of the Forest Department. 
 
Anil Garg, who works on problem faced by people in forest villages, clearly proves how in 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh, the British government converted  existing revenue villages 
into forest villages, taking away their basic rights and compelling them into forced labour or 
begari. They were not given any remuneration, only a small piece of land and they had to 
manage with whatever they could grow on it.  
 
Similarly in the North East, under a system very similar to tongia, thousands of hectares of 
forests were cleared and large commercial plantations were created. Thousands of adivasis from 
Madhya Pradesh, Chattisgarh and Jharkhand were sold into slavery and brought to Assam.  
 
Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh have 1346 villages while Assam and Gujarat have 524and 500 
such villages respectively. Including states like Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Uttar Pradesh 
and Uttarakhand, in all there about 7000 forest villages across the country where more than 20 
lakh tongia worker families live. In order to under the problems confronting the implementation 
of the Forest Rights Act, it is  important to first understand the reality of forest workers and status 
of their labour rights.  
 
Section 2(f) of the Act defines forest villages as “settlements which have been established inside 
the forests by the forest department of any State Government for forestry operations or which 
were converted into forest villages through the forest reservation process and includes forest 
settlement villages, fixed demand holdings, all types of taungya settlements, by whatever name 
called, for such villages and includes lands for cultivation and other uses, permitted by the 
Government”.Section 2(g) defines gram sabhas as “village assembly, which shall consist of all 
adult members of a village and in case of States having no  Panchayats, Padas, Tolas and other 
traditional village institutions and elected village committees, with full and unrestricted 
participation of women”. Section 3(h) states that “rights of settlement and conversion of all 
forest villages, old habitation unsurveyed villages and other villages in forest, whether recorded, 
notified, or not, into revenue villages” is a right under the Act. 
 
These provisions clearly show that forest workers have been recognised by the Act and provides 
for the recognition of their constitutional rights. However in reality, most state government have 
turned a blind eye to rights of forest workers. In areas where there is an organisation and struggle 
by tongia workers, the Act has been partially implemented. Otherwise most governments are 
unaware of even the number of villages that come under the purview of the Act. The Forum has 
discovered that the Forest Department does not even have records and lists of several villages. 
For instance, when the Principal Secretary called for a list of such villages to theUttar Pradesh 
Monitoring Committee meeting, the Forest Department produced a list of merely 3 villages, 
whereas there are more than 50 tongia forest villages in the state.  
 
Forest dwelling communities depend on forest produce for their livelihood. Though the Forest 
Department employs them to do various kinds of work, including afforestation, they are not 
recognised as workers. In 2002, the Labour Commission, which did not recognize forest workers 
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earlier, adopted the definition of forest workers which as developed by Dr. B.K. Roy Burman for 
the Forum. Following are the main categories into which forest dwelling communities can be 
divided into: 
 

1. Adivasis who have been recognised as Scheduled Tribes 
2. Adivasis who have not been recognised as Scheduled Tribes 
3. Other traditional forest dwellers which includes Dalits, other backward classes and 

Muslims 
4. Nomadic tribes which are recognised as Scheduled Tribes in some areas and not in others 
5. Tongia workers and other who have been employed by the Forest Department in their 

afforestation and other programmes 
 
IMPLEMENTING THE FOREST RIGHTS ACT: SOME EXPERIENCES  
 
The National Forum for Forest People and Forest Workers has been an actively involved in the 
campaign for the Forest Rights Act, both for its enactment and its implementation. The Forum 
believes that in India the struggle does not end merely with the enactment of a law; a separate 
campaign for its implementation is indispensable. The challenges facing the implementation of 
the Forest Rights Act are enormous because under this legislation thousands of hectares of 
forests and forest land, which are currently under the control of the Forest Department, land 
mafia, capitalists, government officers and political leaders, must now be transferred in fact to 
forest dwelling communities. This land has in fact been the basis on which big capital has been 
acquired; therefore a bitter struggle with them for the return of this land seems almost 
inevitable. However it is crucial that this struggle is fought through democratic means so that 
the democratic process get strengthened, which would ensure the strengthening of the mass 
organizations in the regions.   
Another crucial aspect of the Act is that it does not create beneficiaries; rather, it creates 
possessors/owners.  On the other hand, law and the State have always created beneficiaries; 
they have made sure that the ownership of productive resources does not vest with the people 
so that they remain ‘subjects’ and the current social and political structures of dominance may 
continue. By focussing on individual ownership and proof  of 75-years of occupancy and 
sidelining collective rights, the State and the administration has been trying to sabotage the 
basic intent of the Forest Rights Act.  In an article published on 17 May 2009 in the Hindi 
national daily Dainik Jansatta, NFFPFW members Roma and Rajnish elucidate the manner in 
which the Central and State governments have ignoring the Forest Rights Act. Following is a 
brief extract from the article: 
 

“In a study conducted by the National Forum for Forest People and Forest 
Workers— which has been involved the process for enactment of the Act by the 
Parliament as well as its implementation in various states—to investigate the 
problems that confront the implementation of the Act in various states, one aspect 
that has been emerged is that in almost all states and regions such as North Bengal, 
Orissa, Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Uttarakhand, 
Himachal Pradesh, Jharkhand and Uttar Pradesh, the Forest Department has come 
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out in opposition of the Act. The Department has the blessings of the dominant 
class, most state government and in states where the governments have shown an 
interest in implementing the Act, the bureaucracy and lower-rung administrative 
officials creating hurdles. Despite the fact the Act remains un-enforced more than 
two years after its promulgation, several State governments, instead of castigating 
the Forest Department, continue to rely on it to implement it!  
 
Even though it cannot be said that the government has made no efforts to 
implement the Act, there are several roadblocks at all levels, national, state and 
regional. The Central government took a whole year after the enactment of the Act 
to notify the Rules, clearly indicating the lack of interest and political will to enforce 
it.  This delay was deliberate and aimed contriving the Rules so that the control of 
the Forest Department and the so-called conservationists over forests could 
continue. This is further confirmed by the fact that the Central government neither 
took any steps to publicise the Act for a year after its notification, nor did it  
appointed a Central Monitoring Committee. Further, there is no coordination 
between the various Ministries and Departments, such as Revenue,Social Welfare, 
Panchayati Raj, Rural Development and Forests, that were key in the 
implementation of the Act. None of the other prominent political parties took any 
initiative in this direction either. Though state governments are meant to play an 
important role in the enforcement of the Act, most are neither aware of it nor are 
they willing to implement it. Since forests are a Central list subject they believe that 
the Act is connected to the Forest Department and its implementation should be left 
to it.  They ignore the concept of forest right which is central to the Act, further 
weakening its implementation. 
Some states such as Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh have declared the Forest 
Department as the nodal agency even though the Act clearly states that the Tribal 
Welfare Department or, in states which do not have a Tribal Welfare Department, 
the Social Welfare Department, are to be the nodal agencies. In Uttar Pradesh and 
Uttarakhand, the Social Welfare Department, under which the Tribal Welfare 
Department falls, has been declared as the nodal agency.  The Tribal Welfare 
Department is marginalised in these states which either do not have specific policies 
for Adivasis or they remain unimplemented. No attempts have been made even to 
correctly estimate the Adivasi population. Tribes such as Kol, Oraon, Mavasi, Malar, 
etc., are still considered as Scheduled Castes. The 16 tribes which were declared as 
Scheduled Tribe in 2002 are limited to just 13 blocks/districts of Uttar Pradesh. 
Therefore a person who is an Scheduled tribe in Sonabhadra is a Scheduled Caste in 
Lucknow! 
 
Most states took a long time to notify the Act even after the Rules were notified. 
Uttarakhand merely issued a Government Order. There were major discrepancies in 
the notifications in other states. Instead of implementing the Act in the whole areas 
in the states, several states notified its implementation only in districts where there 
is a Scheduled Tribe population. Except Uttar Pradesh, none of the other states 
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appointed Monitoring Committees, in consultation with Forest Rights Movement 
organizations, under the Act. In fact, since forests were brought under central 
legislation in 1976, the Forest Department has ruled the roost and the role of state 
governments in forest administration has been next to nil, limited only to paying the 
salaries of Department officials. Any ‘law and order’ situation was handled by the 
police department. Therefore, State governments and administration has little to do 
with the condition of the forests or the forest dwellers. The Forest Department, 
continuing with its colonial legacy of exploiting the forests and forest people, is now 
openly flouting High Court orders and State government directions.  
 
At the local level, the biggest problem in implementing the Act is that the existing 
panchayat system treats forest right committees as a subordinate, representative 
body. There is also a fear that these committees pose a threat to the power of the 
panchayats. Though the Forest Rights Act gives a lot of power to the gram sabha, the 
bureaucracy and the state administration do not want to see it strengthened 
because that would mean that they would have to be accountable to the people. 
Most importantly, it is the gram sabhas which decide the claims under the Act. Block 
and District level committees have been given the power to decide appeals but not 
to reject claims . The Act empowers communities, taking away the powers which 
have been monopolised by the bureaucracy. Naturally, this threatens the 
administration and bureaucracy which want to continue their own dominance, 
treating people only as beneficiaries.  
 
At the regional and state levels, individual claims are being given primacy over 
collective claims. A large part of the forests, which was under the community 
control, is illegally monopolised by the Forest Department. The marginalisation of 
collective claims over forests which likely to pose itself as threat in the future 
because if collective rights are not recognised, objectives such as protection of 
forests by forest communities will remain unfulfilled.” 

 
       
STATUS OF LAND RECORDS  
 
Land records in forest areas are in disarray. The Forest Department today controls nearly 7.8 
crore hectares of land, much more land than it did at the time of Independence. Though this 
increase in the land controlled by Forest Department must be studied in-depth academically, 
studies conducted by social organisations have revealed some startling facts.  Since 1947, the 
Forest Department has been steadily acquiring revenue and community lands under section4 of 
the Indian Forest Act, 1927. This acquisition continued till 2000. After the Forest Conservation 
Act was passed in 1980, these lands were, without any proper legal enquiry, declared as 
‘reserved forests’ under section 20(a) of the Act. Hence the Forest Department gradually 
encroached on village, revenue, community and even Schedule V land. A study conducted by 
Anil Garg in Madhya Pradesh demonstrated how the Forest Department acquired nearly 98 lack 
hectares of land which is till today registered under the state’s revenue records. Questions 
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were raised in the Madhya Pradesh Legislative Assembly regarding this and the Assembly 
directed that this land be returned to the Revenue Department. However no action has been 
taken in this regard. A study limited study conducted by the NFFPFW in Uttar Pradesh and 
Uttarakhand indicated that a similar situation prevailed in these states as well and that 
excluding national parks and reserve forests, no less than 20 lack hectares of revenue land had 
been acquired by the Forest Department in Uttar Pradesh(including present Uttarakhand)  
alone. The Parliament and the Legislative Assemblies  unfortunately failed to investigate these 
developments. After Independence, holding the Forest Department as the protector of forests 
and wildlife, all forest-related legislation was antagonistic to forest dwelling communities.  
 
After Independence, two kinds of land were acquired by the Government under the Zamindari 
Abolition Act— agricultural land from zamindars and non-agricultural land which included 
forest and community land. Since there were forest on the second category of land acquired, 
these were taken away from the control of communities and brought under the Forest 
Department. These complicated land-related disputes have been discussed in the 29th report of 
the National Commission for Scheduled Caste and Scheduled Tribes.  The discussion around 
land reforms, which have all but forgotten now, centered on agricultural land. Forest areas 
were kept outside the ambit of land reforms which has resulted in the simmering discontent in 
these areas today. Armed groups have become active in these areas and by the government’s 
own admission, more than 200 of the total 600 districts are today affected by Maoist 
resistance.  
 
This dismal condition of land records was acknowledged by Pandhari Yadav, the District 
Collector of Sonebhadra district of Uttar Pradesh, which is witnessing some of the strongest 
land struggles in the country. He said, “The condition of land records in forest areas is indeed 
very bad. The older generation somehow put up with the situation, but the younger generation 
is unlikely to tolerate it”. Being a government official, what he did not say was, “this younger 
generation will rebel against this”.  
 
On 15 September 2009, Prime Minster Manmohan Singh, in a meeting with top police officials, 
declared Maoism or Naxalism as the biggest internal security threat faced by the country.  He 
said, “Naxalism is not a law and order problem. The reality is that this movement finds great 
support among Adivasis and poor and it today influencing a large section of society, including 
the youth. Hence it is a very complicated issue”.  The threat of the Maoist movement certainly 
was influenced the UPA government’s decision to push for the Forest Rights Act. However, if 
land reforms in forest areas and changes in land records are not brought about and forest rights 
and community land rights are not recognised, discontent will only increase in the future.  A 
political resolution of the current crisis is possible in which the Forest Rights Act can become an 
important and effective tool. 
 
SOME OTHER ISSUES AND CASE STUDIES 
  
In areas where people’s organisations and present and active and where Forest Rights 
Committees are already being formed, members of these Committees have started initiatives 
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for protecting forests. Even though there isn’t full clarity on the role of the Forest Department 
and Forest Rights Committees since the promulgation of the Forest Rights Act, these 
Committees have become increasingly active on several forest related issues. 
 
1. RE-CLAIMING LAND AND PROTECTING FORESTS  
The enactment of the Forest Rights Act has opened up new political spaces for forest dwelling 
communities, which have been compelled to live under the control of the Forest Department 
for generations. In area where there are strong people’s organisations, communities have 
utilised this space to initiate a new political movement. In the Sonabhadra, Mirzapur and 
Chandoli districts of the Kaimur region of Uttar Pradesh, forest-dwelling communities, under 
the leadership of women and Adivasis, have reclaimed thousands of hectares of land.1  
Similarly, Adivasis and Dalits are re-claiming the land of their ancestors in other areas such as 
Rewa in Madhya Pradesh and Dehradun, Haridwar and Banbasa in Uttarakhand.  
 
In Kaimur, since the movement is primarily led by women, they have organised themselves into 
15 to 20 groups which want to collectively control the occupied land. They are sending a strong 
message to the government and bureaucracy regarding the wide scope of the Forest Rights Act, 
which is directly related to environmental justice. As a result of this movement, the Uttar 
Pradesh government constituted the State Monitoring Committee which includes two members 
of the Forum and three Schedule Tribe members recommended by the Forum.  
 
In Uttarakhand, the brutality of the Forest Department on the Ban Gujjars living in the Rajaji 
National Park reached unprecedented levels and on October 2007, 117 hamlets were forcefully 
evicted from the forests without any provisions for resettlement.  This despite the fact that the 
Uttarakhand High Court had, in June 2007, passed an order in favour of the Ban Gujjars in 
accordance with the Forest Rights Act, becoming the first court of law to do so. However this 
order was disregarded by the Forest Department, compelling the High Court in 2008 to direct 
the state government to implement the Act and settle the Van Gujjars within 60 days. Violating 
the orders of the High Court and the will of the Parliament, the Forest Department instead of 
settling the Ban Gujjars under this Act proceeded to brutally evict them from the forests. 
However this was also the first time that the Van Gujjars stood up strongly against the 
oppression of the Forest Department and re-established occupation in the National Park within 
two months which became very hard for senior officials to explain. Representatives of the Van 
Gujjar community and members of the NFFPFW met with the DGP, PCCF and other senior 
officials who condemned this action by the Forest Department and assured protection for the 
community. However there is still a great lack of political will in Uttarakhand to implement the 
Act and Ban Gujjars have not yet been able to constitute separate Forest Right Committees.In 
the recent days things have started changing due to continuous persuasion with the officials 
and legislators.  
 
2. REPRESENTATION IN STATE MONITORING COMMITTEES IN UTTAR PRADESH AND UTTARAKHAND 

                                                 
 
1 See book by NFPFW member Roma on the issue, available at http://jagori.org/wp-content/uploads/2009/08/lrs.pdf 
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Due to the strength of the movement in Uttar Pradesh, the Forum has, to a great extent, been 
able to successfully represent the issue of forest rights within the government. Sanjay Garg, 
former legislative assembly member from Saharanpur, has played a crucial role in this process. 
Maywati, the Chief Minister of Uttar Pradesh, gave orders to Secretaries to implement this Act. 
With the help of Sanjay Garg, presently state minister and one of the founding members of the 
initiative a high-level meeting was called by the Chief Minister’s Office in this regards and the 
NFFPFW was given a special consultative status. Two members of the Forum were also 
appointed as special invitee to the State Monitoring Committee, to which three Adivasi 
members were also nominated on the Forum’s recommendation.  This is probably the first time 
in the state that members of people’s organisations were appointed to the Monitoring 
Committee. The Forum plays an important role in the Committee and several of its 
recommendations to enforce the Act throughout the state have been implemented. For 
instance, the Act was initially in force only in a few districts, but was extended to the whole 
state based on the Forum’s recommendations. Notifications have been issued by the Chief 
Secretary to declare tongia villages as revenue villages. Many initiatives to publicise the Act 
have also been undertaken and meetings and seminars have been organised across the state, 
which enabled a direct dialogue between the administration and forest dwelling communities 
and has resulted in a reduction in the exploitation and atrocities faced by them. 
 
Similarly in Uttarakhand, due pressure from the movement, the state government was forced 
to issue orders to enforce the Act. Forum members are part of the district-level Monitoring 
Committee in Dehradun. There are still many problems confronting the implementation of the 
Act due to the adverse political climate of the state and Lok Sabha elections. However, 
politically, NFFPFW’s intervention has been effective in both states and it has strengthened its 
collective bargaining power.  
 
3. PROTECTING FORESTS 
 
While the Ministry of Environment and Forest and the Forest Department remains 
uncomfortable with the Forest Rights Act, some retired officers of the Forest Department have 
filed seven petitions in the High Court and one petition in the Supreme Court against the Act.  
 
The Act has liberated forest dwelling communities from the slavery and exploitation they have 
been subjected to for generations and they are now challenging the colonialism in forests 
according to their own socio-political consciousness. In the areas where movements have been 
strong with or without Forest Rights Committees, communities across the country are 
challenging the forest mafia and forest department officials. They are putting a stop illegal 
felling of trees and smuggling. They are declaring, “No more exploitation of forests”. In 
Sonebhadra, Chandauli and Lakhimpur Khiri, communities captured wood smugglers and 
handed them over to the police. In village Kundwa Kodvaniya, villagers captured a truck full for 
wood being smuggled out, only to find out that Forest Department officials and police were 
also involved. Similar incidents are reported from Vidarbha, North Bengal and also in Karnataka. 
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4. CONFLICT WITH THE MINISTRY OF FOREST AND ENVIRONMENT ON THE ACT 
 
Tensions with the Ministry of Environment and Forest started as soon as the process of 
enacting the Forest Rights Act was initiated. It is worth remembering that the Act was 
introduced by the Ministry of Tribal Affairs and not by the Ministry of Environme nt and Forest.  
Since the enactment of the Act, the Ministry has been misleading people by publicising 
falsehoods like the Act is new type of forest law or that it does not apply to national parks and 
reserve forests or that it does not apply to tongia villages. False notions that this Act will lead to 
destruction of forests or anti-environment are also being said. The Ministry’s objective of 
derailing and sabotaging the Act became even more evident when in a National Convention of 
Forest Ministers from various states, organised 18 August 2009, it put forth an agenda which 
was completely contrary to the provisions of the Act.  While the Act provides for the 
elimination of programmes like JFM and talks only of forest rights committees, the Convention 
created a whole programme around JFM, which would be controlled by Forest Dept. This is 
contradictory and will definitely lead to conflicts regionally and locally. For instance, in Siliguri in 
northern Bengal, the money allotted t JFM by the Forest Department was utilised to hire goons 
to attack members of forest rights committees. 
 
5. PLANTATION 
 
Due to the extent of corruption that goes on in the Forest Department in the name of 
afforestation, it continues to be a very controversial issue in forest areas. Forest Right 
Committees are now demanding that the Forest Department actually implement their 
afforestation programme and plant only trees such as amla, bamboo, mahua, neem, jamun, 
harad, etc., which are beneficial not only for the environment but also for forest dwelling 
communities as they are sources of food and fodder. Forest Right Committes have not been 
consulted in areas where afforestation has been undertaken under NREGA. In many forest 
areas across the country, the government has been planting Jatropha in the name of it being a 
bio-fuel plant and creating carbon sinks. The Government of India has proposed REDD (Reduced 
Emission from Deforestation and Degradation) to the World Bank which aims to turn forests 
into carbon junkyards. Another dangerous policy is the carbon trading policy under which multi-
national companies are gradually gaining control over our forests in the name of climate change 
and protecting the environment. Not only will this policy be a sanction for MNCs go on polluting 
the environment across the world, it also means that the process of expelling forest dwelling 
communities from forests by accusing them of exploiting forests will be speeded up. If REDD is 
approved by the UNFCC in the forthcoming climate change meeting in Copenhagen in 
December 2009, it will generate a lot of opposition from forest dwelling communities. NFFPFW 
also opposes the inclusion and interference in forests through international trade agreements. 
 
6. DECLARING FOREST VILLAGES AS REVENUE VILLAGES 
 
Forest villages and Tongia forest villages across the country are demanding that their villages be 
declared as revenue villages in accordance with the Forest Rights Act. The Forest Department is 
however is hell bent on violating the Constitutional rights of these communities yet again by 
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imposing the 75-year cut-off rule in this matter as well. Unless these villages get Revenue status 
it cannot get any benefit, as per the Panchayati Raj Act.    These villages have been settled by 
the Forest Department and workers have been continuously being settling in these villages for 
forestry programmes even  till 1980. Since the Forest Department did not raise objections 
regarding this back then, it must not under any circumstances be allowed to bring the 75-year 
cut-off rule at this juncture. 
 
7. MINOR FOREST PRODUCE, COMMERCIALISATION OF FORESTS AND THE MONOPOLY OF CONTRACTORS 
 
In a meeting held on 18 August 2009, the Ministry of Environment and Forest talked about re-
establishing unfettered control of the Forest Department over forest areas. Des pite the Forest 
Right Act the Minister for Environment and Forest is still talking about Joint Forest 
Management, which is untenable under the Forest Rights Act.  Meanwhile, in a move which 
intends to continue to the control of contractors, the auction of minor forest produce has been 
declared. None of the forest rights committees were consulted before giving out the contracts. 
If the Forest Department continues to monopolise the trade in minor forest produce, which is 
an important source of livelihood for forest dwelling communities, discontent is bound to 
increase further.  
 
 
8. CLAIMING OF LAND BY FOREST RIGHT COMMITTEES IN NATIONAL PARKS AND FOREST RESERVES 
 
The Central and State governments have not yet clarified the position of villages in National 
Parks and reserve forests. The so-called environmentalists and wildlife conservationists have 
been pressuring the government to keep these areas out of the purview of the Forest Rights 
Act. This seems to the chief reason for the government’s lackadaisical attitude in implementing 
the Act in these areas. Rajaji National Park is the chief example of this where despite several 
orders to the effect by the High Court, the Ban Gujjars have been terrorised and brutally evicted 
from the forest without any resettlement.  
 
9. NOMADIC TRIBES: SETTLEMENT UNDER THE FOREST RIGHTS ACT AND ESTABLISHING INDEPENDENT FOREST 

RIGHTS COMMITTEES 
 
Forest Rights Act is the first legislation which has recognised nomadic tribes and has provided 
them the right to constitute independent forest committees. Actualising these rights is critical 
in order to achieve social and environmental justice.  
 
10. ACHIEVING ENVIRONMENTAL JUSTICE 

 
The issue of environmental justice is directly related to the debate regarding climate change 
that is raging nationally and internationally today.  This understanding has strengthened the 
peoples’ movements all over the world. This is no more a debate on mere technologies. Rather, 
to decisively fight against the profiteering capitalist system, which is primarily responsible for 
such crisis so that the resources can be protected and livelihood can be protected. Bali 
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Declaration of the Social Movements, 2007, Belen declaration(2009) indicate such direction 
very clearly. The declarations have profoundly said that the natural resource based 
communities  are the worst victims of such crisis and only they can solve this crisis throygh 
collective initiative and with the support from progressive force to save the ‘mother earth’ from 
the disaster. NFFPFW and other organizations including Trade Unions (NTUI) have jointly taken 
an initiative on this issue, at the national level. A Memorandum was submitted to govt of India 
before the Copenhagen Summit. The Forum has been actively working with international 
groups on this issue such as Durban Group, Focus on the Global South, World Rainforest 
Movement, Labour and Globalisation and Climate Justice Now.  
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PART III 
 

CHALLENGES 
 
 

In the discussion before and after the enactme nt of the Forest Rights Act, many, including the 
so-called conservationists and even some advocates of ‘forest rights’, argued that the 
enactment of this Act will lead to the destruction of forests and endanger wildlife; hence, 
effectively questioning the very basis of the Act. Other questions such as the definition of ‘other 
forest-based/dependent communities’, reserved forests areas and various ‘environmental’ 
concerns were also clubbed with this issue. 
 
But seen in the context of forest rights, this debate is hollow and meaningless. The basis of the 
Forest Rights Act are the forest areas which form almost 25% of the total land area of the 
country and on which nearly 13% of the population directly depends on for livelihood. What the 
Act attempts to accomplish is to bring this vast and important area under a democratic 
structure of governance, taking it out of the influence of the colonial doctrine of eminent 
domain. The current focus must be on strengthening democratic structure; any other debates 
must come only after this has been achieved.  
 
Forest-based communities play the most important role in the actual implementation of the 
Act. But there seems to be an absolute lack of will, in the government and among other 
agencies, to actually and effectively implement it. In fact, with the enactment of the Act, there 
seems to be a mobilisation in the opposite direction, led by Forest Department and the so-
called wildlife conservationists. These are the forces that have not only dominated the 
management of forests for the last hundred and fifty years, but have in fact become the new 
zamindars in the forests. Evidently, these sections are unwilling to relinquish the power they 
have unjustly acquired over forest resources. Soon after the enactment of the Act petitions 
were filed in the Supreme Court and several High Courts in an attempt to delay its 
implementation. They are also spreading misinformation that the Act is not applicable in 
reserve forests/protected forest areas because it is in these areas that they face the strongest 
opposition from forest-based communities. In order to implement the Forest Rights Act, a 
continuing struggle against these forces is inevitable. This is the biggest challenge that the 
forest right movement faces today. However in order to succeed in this struggle, there are 
other challenges that have to be met with:  
 
1. Since forest-based communities in different areas are vastly different from each other 

culturally, the nature of movements in these areas is also diverse. Though NFFPFW and 
other organisations have tried to unify these struggles, a lot more still needs to be done in 
this direction. The struggle to effectively implement the Forest Rights Act will succeed only 
if an ideological and functional unity and coordination is established among them.  This is 
even more challenging in areas where the organisational process has not started or is not 
yet strong. Unless the forest-based communities emerge as a strong, united, collective force 
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against the Forest Department, forest mafia and feudal landlords, it would be very difficult 
to win this crucial struggle.  

 
2. The effective implementation of any progressive legislation depends greatly on the larger 

political and economic context. Forest-based workers alone can not ensure the effective 
implementation of the Forest Rights Act. In order to strengthen itself, politically, socially 
and economically, the forest rights movement must build a larger alliance with other 
movements of workers who are primarily dependent on natural resources. Only then can a 
larger political recognition of the legislation be achieved and the forces opposing such 
legislation be weakened politically. This becomes even more critical today when the 
onslaught of capitalist globalisation on natural resources— be it land, forests, minerals, 
oceans or rivers— has reached its peak, threatening all the communities that depend on 
these resources for livelihood.  It is worth pointing out here that the National Fishworkers 
Forum is also demanding a law on the lines of the Forest Rights Act for coastal areas— the 
Coastal Rights Act. Movements against land acquisition and indiscriminate mining are also 
becoming stronger and widespread. Therefore there is a need and great scope of 
establishing a larger political and functional alliance with other working class movements. 

 
3. The Forest Rights Act also guarantees citizens rights and this has wider implications. Society 

at large is, directly or indirectly, connected with forest resources. Because the forces that 
are opposing that Act are the powerful sections of the society, the urban middle class as 
well as the organised working class too have been, to a great extent, wrongly influenced by 
their misinformation and propaganda.  It is critical that the forest rights movement counter 
this propaganda with a campaign which stresses that: one, the purpose of the Act is to 
establish democratic structures of governance in forest areas which would also strengthen 
the democratic fibre of the India as a whole; and two, only by putting an end to oppression 
and exploitation in forest areas can violent movements be countere d and peace be 
established.    

 
 
In order to deal with these challenges, achieving the following is essential: 
 
1. To organise forest based communities in order to ensure collective rights, promoting 

farming, forest produce and afforestation through workers collectives, and training them 
and exposing them to experiences in other regions.  

2. To prepare maps, ensure proper and official documentation, maintenance of records and 
increasing our own assets in order to ensure that land and forests which has been 
communally occupied stay under communal occupation.    

3. To build and expand democratic, bottom-up people’s organisations in forest areas in the 
form of unions and federations. 

4. To build leadership from among women, Adivasis, Dalits and youth and to train them in 
holding public dialogue and negotiations with the State, government and administration.  

5. Building alliances with other labour organizations, social movements and with the                         
progressive forces. 
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Forest Rights Act and the role of Peoples’ movements for its effective implementation has 
opened a unique socio-cultural space for the forest based working people. Perhaps for the first 
time since the colonial days the working communities have become determining force for 
future forest management in India: to protect the resources and  to protect the sustainable 
livelihood of 140 million workforce. This would substantially change the socio-cultural and 
political scenario not only in the forest areas but implicitly also at a broader level and more 
directly in the natural resource base areas which constitute majority of our workforce. F.R.A. 
can serve as a tool for such radical change but not as an end in itself. Thus, F.R.A. should be 
seen in a proper perspective It would be a move to step forward towards attaining Justice for 
Livelihood and Environment. It would be a long drawn struggle for emancipation of millions of 
forest based working communities. So, organizations working for Forest Rights need to 
reorganize itselves for collective long term struggle.   


