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Introduction 

Of the changes wrought on the landscape of the Indian sub-continent, 

none are more striking than the massive and continuing depletion of 

its forest stock. Barely a century ago over 40% of the land area of 

British India was covered by forests. Recent official estimates place 

this proportion at under 22% of a total land area much reduced since 

Partition. MOWOVW, it seems likely that the actual area is far 

1OWW. Satellite mappings suggest that between lo-1296 of the land 

area is now covered by forests and some have argued that the pro- 

portion may soon be as low as 7% or some 23 million hectares.1 An 

indication of the scale of recent depletion of forest stock can be 

gauged from the fact that between 1951 and 1972 the & loss of 

forest exceeded 380,000 acre~.~ Furthermore, these figures take no 

account of the density of cover or the ecological variety of such 

remaining forest areas. In short, there can be little doubt that the 

degradation and intertemporal misallocation of national forest resow- 

ces has been a feature of the last hundred years. 

The consistently increasing pressure on the timber resources of the 

country can, for the most part, be explained by readily comprehensible 

factors. Foremost among these has been the sharp growth in popul- 

ation. In the last century, the population of India has increased by 

over three and a quarter times with obvious implications both for 

demand for wood and, in addition, the demand for arable land. At the 

same time, the end-uses of timber have broadened considerably. If the 

demand for railway sleepers was the original comnercializing factor, 

ge?eral trends in the economy have resulted in a wide diversification 

in the structure of demand for wood. Thus, although fuelwood demand 

remains the dominant market force, the construction sector, as well as 

paper factories and other manufacturing units, have played an import- 

ant role in stimulating the demand for wood. In the absence of a 

coherent conservation programme and relative stagnation in the praduct- 

ion of substitute materials, the demand function for wood has remained 

characterised by a high consumption propensity across all expenditure 

ClUWS. By 1973, available data suggest that non-commercial energy 

accounted for nearly 70% of total primary energy consumption. 

Firewood alone accounted for around 35% of total non-cowercial energy 

and 25% of energy consumption as a whole.3 Thus, given current techn- 

ology and relative prices, the demand schedule for forest output is 
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unlikely to be shifted inwards in the near future. This, however, 

assumes that present stocks of timber can be maintained at current 

levels. All available evidence suggests that such an assumption would 

not be warranted. Instead, unless radical change in the effective 

control of forest resources comes about, the demand for wood will 

remain buoyant, even with the substantial price increments that we 

botind to occur as a function of the level of scarcity. Within this 

context the area under forest covw will continue to decline preci- 

pitately. Although it can be expected that the series of farm level 

forestry programmes that have recently been initiated will, to some 

extent, provide a share of the demand for wood currently supplied from 

forest areas, it would be unduly optimistic to suppose that these 

social forestry programmes will in the foreseeable future weaken the 

demand for forest derived timber.4 In general, it seems likely that 

social forestry will register the most significant gains and response 

in areas where traditional forest cover has been all but destroyed. 

At the outset of the paper, it may be useful to lay out two basic 

premises. Firstly, it is assumed that there is both economic and 

ecological sense in maintaining the forest stock that exists. Indeed, 

there may be very good reasons for arguing that this stock ought to be 

enhanced. However, the conservation of forest P~SOUPCBS cannot be de- 

linked from their management, both in relation to controls over the 

rate of depletion as also with regard to actual husbandry practices. 

In this context, the main focus will fall on the first feature of 

management, controlling the rate of depletion. No attempt will be 

made to quantify the optimal level of stocking for the economy.5 

rather it will be assumed that, in a strictly second-best sense, the 

medium-term optimal outcome would be the stabilization of the current 

area under forest. It is argued that the means for achieving such stabi- 

lizatian are also likely to be the means for achieving a higher level 

of w-stocking and afforestation. However, it is assumed throughout 
that the achievement of either of these goals would be based on a con- 

tinuing commercial exploitation of timber with, where feasible, the 

establishment or maintenance of non-felling forest areas, such as wild- 

life sanctuaries. While there may be a strong case for extending the 

area under the latter category, it is assumed that this is unlikely to 
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provide the basis for a general policy, whatever the criteria for that 

policy. 

Secondly, the resource that is being discussed in this paper is not 

the sumnation of the entire tree cover but, far more specifically, the 

remaining forest areas, where the density of cover is colnplemented by 

species diversity. To this extent, the paper is concerned with the 

management of what, in official parlance, is termed Reserve forest. 

Reserve forests fall within the administrative competence of the 

Forestry Department and are subject to State monopoly exploitation 

Wl.2. These tracts of forest land are now, for the most part, concen- 

trated in Central and Eastern India, as well as in the hill areas of 

Uttar and Himachal Pradesh. (See Table 11 

Over the last century, the area under reserved forest as a proportion 

of the total forest area has increased markedly. In 1915, for exam- 

ple, resei-ve forest accounted for under 40% of the total forest area; 

by the mid-1970s this share had risen to between 51-55%.6 Although it 

is clear that the effective area under protected OP unclassified 

forest has declined sharply, even the area under reserved forest has 

been depleted with an increasing area characterized by low stocking 

levels. 
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Table 1 

FOREST AREA AND TRIBAL POPULATION BY STATE: 1980 

state 

Adivasi 

Forest Area Adivasi Population as 

Forest Area as Proportion Population Proportion Total 

(000 has) of Total Area (000s) Population 

Andhra Pradesh 6409 23.2 

Assam 3071 39.1 

Bihar 2923 16.8 

Gujerat 1952 10.0 

Haryana 164 3.7 

Himachal Pradesh 2119 38.1 

Jammu & Kashmir 2189 9.9 

Karnataka 3787 19.8 

Kerala 1112 28.6 

Madhya Pradesh 15389 34.8 

Maharashtra 6408 20.8 

Manipur 1515 67.8 

Meghalaya 855 38.0 

Nagaland 288 17.4 

Orissa 6767 43.4 

Punjab 243 4.8 

Rajasthan 3491 10.2 
Sikkim 260 35.6 

Tamil Nadir 2179 16.8 
Tripura 593 56.6 

Uttar Pradesh 5139 17.5 

West Bengal 1184 13.5 

Andaman & Nicobar 714 86.1 

Arunachal Pradesh 5154 61.7 

Others 838 31.0 

2226 4.2 

1607 8.1 

4933 7.1 

3757 11.1 
___ --- 

142 3.4 

".a. ".a. 

262 0.7 

193 0.8 

9815 18.8 

3841 6.1 

334 23.3 

814 61.3 

".a. n.a. 

5057 19.3 
-__ 

3135 

450 

451 

199 

2603 

18 

n.a. 

--_ 

7.3 
--- 

0.9 

21.9 

0.2 

4.8 

9.6 

".a. 
--_ _-- 

- 

Total 74,743 22.7 39a55* 

*excludes tribal populati!n of Nagaland and Kashmir 

- 

5.w 
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The Current Policy Framework and its Historical Background 

While the scale of deforestation has in the recent period emerged as a 

matter of widespread national concern, the substantive measures that 

have been initiated for reversing this trend have been limited in 

scope and efficacy. This has derived from the fact that those who are 

responsible for formulating state policy with regard to the forestry 

sector have seen the problem in rather narrow terms, as a question of 

regulation within existing structures of control. 

This has, in part, been a function of the prior diagnosis of the pro- 

blem. Here, two main strands can be isolated. In the first case, it 

is widely held that the excessive depletion of forest reserves is 

attributable to the continuing spoliation by conimunities residing 

within the forests OP at their perimeter. By and large, these offend- 

ing communities are adivasi, although in some parts of the country - 

as in Chandrapur Division of Maharashtra - land colonization and the 

demand for arable cultivation by settled agriculturists from the neigh- 

bouring region remains the key issue. In the second case, it is also 

widely believed that, under the stimulus of accelerating timber 

prices, denudation of forests by timber contractors and corrupt offi- 

cials has emerged as a crucial barrier to the conservation of the re- 

source. While certain administrative measures have been initiated for 

dealing with this problem - such as the establishment of Forest 

Development Corporations - many would argue that illegal felling and 

widespread complicity between contractors and Forest Department offi- 

cials has remained largely untouched by these measures. 

In the case of both diagnoses of the problem of deforestation, both 

Government and other comentators assume that the demand-side pre- 

ssures on the resource are unlikely to be mitigated in the foreseeable 

future. In this context, the primary emphasis has been placed on 

tightening ing and rationalizing the existing means and institutions 

for controlling the exploitation of the forest stock. This is based 

on the assumption that existing systems of ownership and management 

are, at i-opt, both suitable and potentially efficient. The problem 

arises, in this perspective, on account of the substantial leakages 

that occur in the system. The policy response has thus been to 
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attempt to block oi- patch up the holes in the fabricof the vessel, 

rather than replace the vessel itself. The available data on the area 

under forests suggests that this approach has not to date been 

efficacious and, as will become clear, there are substantive wasons 

for supposing that this will remain the case. 

The high profile of the State in the forestry sector and, in pap- 

titular, its control over reserved forests dates back to the colonial 

period. The Indian Forest Act of 1865 was the first attempt at 

establishing monopoly holding rights by the State and these were 

formalized and made explicit in the subsequent Act of 1876.7 Under 

this piece of legislation the State was allowed to demarcate valuable 

tracts of forest for its exclusive exploitation. 

The inhabitants of these areas - mostly ~ communities - were 

deemed to derive their customary usage of the forest and its products 

not from a right of ownership but from a limited and contingent 

privilege.6 The State, in this framework, was thus able to assert 

its rights to absolute ownership, and this was done through the reser- 

vation of certain forest areas. The enabling legislation for this 

process was both relatively late and, in substance, ran against the 

grain of legislation on land rights that had evolved through the nine- 

teenth century. Indeed, forest land rights legislation echoed some of 

the ideas originally proposed by James Mill but subsequently discarded 

for the major land settlements in the arable areas of British 1ndia.g 

The arrogation of the rights of eminent domain by the State can best 

be traced to commercial imperatives, although conservation of stock 

levels was also commonly adduced as a wason for public ownership.10 

The railway boom from the 1860s onwards alone generated a substantial 

demand for timber and it appears that wvenue factors were predominant 

in defining the new tenurial framework. Between 1670 and 1900 forest 

revenues trebled from Rs6 to Rs18 million.II At the present time, the 

forestry sector generates an annual revenue of between Rs450-500 

crwes. Most of this revenue has accrued from five states (M.P., 

Maharashtra, Orissa, Karnataka and Kerala) and Madhya Pradesh alone 

accounts for around 30% Of national forest re~enues.~~ Such revenues 

are composed not only of the proceeds from the sale of timber by the 
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Forest Departments or the Forest Development Corporations, but 

increasingly from the growing importance of sales of minor forest 

produce - sal seeds, kendu leaves and so on. Minor Forest Produce now 

accounts for nearly two-fifths of total Forest Department revenues and 

around three-quarters of net export earnings from forest produce. 

Such produce is principally collected in the Central Indian states and 

coniprises a major SOUPCB of household income for adivazi labourers. 

However, the major beneficiaries ape the private contractors who are 

given leases by the respective Forest Oepartments. 

The rights of eminent domain have not been seriously questioned in 

Government circles, although other writers have commonly argued that 

it has run against natural justice and the rights of forest 

dwellers.1S This lack of questioning of the system of property rights 

and forest management cannot simply be attributed to revenue-raising 

imperatives. Indeed, by 1981 forests contributed only around 3% of 

total Government revenues. Rather, the rationale for State control of 

forests has shifted from commercial reasons to those relating to the 

conservation of forest stock, as well as the optimal management of 

that stock along scientific lines. 

The right to exclusive exploitation of the resource has thus been pos- 

ited as a basic condition for rational and restricted harvesting and 

replanting of forest tracts. This is the clear framework underpinning 

the most recent proposed foray into legislation - the Forest Act of 

1980. Although the proposed Bill has not as yet come before 

Parliament, the thinking behind it provides a logical extension to 

earlier, established practices and managerial r~1es.l~ Apart from 

strengthening the Status of reserved forests and making their juris- 

diction effectively a Central Government matter, the Act also widens 

the powers of the State to acquire forest land and strengthens the en- 

forcing powers at the disposal of the Forestry Department. In other 

words, a more effective forest policy has been seen to require a high- 

er level of State control associated, furthermore, with a greater de- 

gree of centralization. It is thus implicitly assumed that monopoly 

rights are a suitable property form and that such rights are feasibly 

enforceable. 



8 

The concept of eminent domain and sole control over forest products 

can be justified on a number of grounds. If forests are seen as an 

essential national resource then management by public agency could be 

a desirable structure. Conversely, arguments against public ownership 

would tend to be swept away on other standard economic and ideological 

principles. At the same time, there is the further and particular arg- 

urn&t that the colonial origin of eminent domain implied a highly spe- 

cific and discrepant application of property rules. This involved 

sweeping away any fixed rights for the indigenous inhabitants of for- 

est lands, a practice that was in marked contrast to the framework of 

property rules that was implanted in areas of settled agriculture. By 

this argument, denial of all but usufructuary rights to the pre- 

dominantly adivasi communities in the forest areas violates basic pri- 

nciples of natural justice. This would imply that a just policy would 

necessarily involve the restoration of such usurped rights. Demands 

of this nature have increasingly surfaced in the affected regions 

themselves and movements, such as Jharkhand, have placed the right to 

forest lands and products as a major plank in their programmes. 

Indeed, the discrepancy in the perception of rights to land and wood 

that exists between the Forest Oepartment, on the one hand, and the 

indigenous population, on the other, remains a major feature hindering 

the application of a more successful policy for the forest regions. 

In some tracts - as in much of the Chotanagpur region of Bihar - re- 

lations between the Forest Department and the adivasi population have 

deteriorated to quasi-insurrectional proportions. 

If, for the moment, the question of legal consistency and natural 

justice was placed on one side, the issue of forest management would 
boil down to the standard contrast between the planned exploitation of 

a scarce wscwce and a more fragmented and diffuse pattern of exploi- 

tation derived from a proliferation of holding rights to forest ass- 

ets. Experience from other countries - particularly in Europe - 

suggests that fragmented, private ownership of forests need not be an 

impediment to their retention.15 HOWWW, in most European and dev- 

eloped economies, forests have been severely reduced in sire and tree 

COWP has mostly taken the form of limited concentrations settled on 

or alongside farm land. Nevertheless, there is no inherent reason why 



private ownership should be any less efficient a means for maintaining 

and exploiting a natural resource. 

The case for public ownership or, at least, public management of 

forests is hinged on a number of factors. Firstly, forest management 

is associated with a wide range of externalities that impinge on the 

economy not just of proximate producers but also of the economy as a 

whole, as with the relationship between forest cover and climate. In 

general, it can be said that forests provide, if maintained, external 

benefits to the rest of the eco-system. Any loss in the value of the 

benefit - a function of the rate of depletion - would therefore tend 

to exceed, often substantially, the loss in intertemporal benefits ex- 

perienced by the person or institution controlling the actual forest 

resource. Secondly, it can be argued that the management of forests 

requires a level of professional training and scientific competence 

that lies outside the capacities of potential private owners. 

Thirdly, the time horizons for forest management and the spatial re- 

quirements for an efficient, conjoint exploitation of the resource 

through harvesting and replanting favour public ownership and invest- 

ment. Private rights would either be too fragmented and hence ineff- 

icient OP else would need to be too large, thereby running counter to 

the general policy regarding land ceilings. Fourthly, the ecological 

variety of Indian forests is only likely to be preserved in a context 

of public management. Private entrepreneurs would tend to replace 

diverse stock by fast-growing varieties. Fifthly, public ownership 

allows for major economies of scale and a longer-term planning frame- 

work. Lastly, public ownership ultimately allows for a wider and more 

just distribution of revenues derived from forest products through the 

overall structure of Government spending. Although this effect could 

be achieved through the taxation of private returns, this would imply 

major revision of the bases of public finance in the country, let 

alone a more satisfactory control over 'leakages'. 

Although each of these arguments contain attractive features and, in 

sumnation, would appear to offer a strong case for public ownership, 

that case remains strongly dependent on the degree to which these 

attributes can be fulfilled and sustained. After all, State ownership 

is largely argued for as a more efficient outcome, rather than in 
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terms of any supposedly ethical superiority to private ownership. In 

this regard, all available evidence points unequivocally to the fact 

that public ownership has been unable to sustain the basis of India's 

forest resources. While some would argue that this has been because 

of the weakness in the construct of public ownership, consolidation of 

the public monopoly would appear to PIN into difficult, probably in- 

soluble, problems. 

To that extent, the very same issue that necessarily predominates in 

any discussion of the demand for timber by forest dwellers and prox- 

imate inhabitants, comes to the fore in the general discussion of the 

relative virtues of public ownership. For although it could be argued 
that both in terms of research and actual management practice, the 

Forest Oepartment's monopoly has yielded poor and very limited 

results,16 the nub of the question of public ownership remains the de- 

gree to which the necessary conditions for an efficient utilization of 

exclusive rights can be consistently met. In other words, to judge 

the efficacy of public ownership requires knowing about the extent to 

which such ownership and rights are a true monopoly. 

The recent proposed Forest Act, let alone other available empirical 

evidence, all concur in isolating as a key problem for an effective 

public management of forests the nature and scale of infractions of 

that monopoly right. Yet, there are few reasons for seriously 

supposing that the formal extension of the State's rights will achieve 

the degree of control that has until now been effectively lacking. On 

the one hand, without very radical and politically highly charged dis- 

placement of populations, control over felling by forest dwellers re- 

mains beyond the capacities of the Forest Departments. This is part- 

icularly true given the relatively recent politiciration of this issue 

in the affected areas. Secondly, even a substantial restructuring of 

salary and wage levels in the Forest Department (which in turn would 

tend to imply a more general revision of public sector wage levels) 

would be unlikely to undermine the fertile basis for contractor- 

Department cooperation. This corrupt nexus, fueled by the very subs- 

tantial profits that can be. sustained through timber felling and 

bamboo cutting, would undoubtedly resist any relatively minor adjust- 

ments to the Forest Department staff's wages. Few would further argue 
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that training OP better supervision could lead to a substantial re- 

duction in the amount of corruption in the Department, at least in the 

short and medium-term. 

In other words, all prescriptions for action should be based on the 

recognition that, firstly, the predominantly adivasi forest population 

will not surrender their perceived rights to forest produce. 

Moreover, abuse of permitted levels of wood collection (head-loads in 

most districts, cart-loads in some districts, such as Gastar) will 

continue under the impetus of a strong urban demand for timber and 

fuel wood and the growing antagonism between forest inhabitants and 

the Forest Department. Secondly, the latter cannot expect in the 

foreseeable future to make a major impact on the foundations and sub- 

stance of the largely corrupt practices that link the Department to 

private timber contractors and speculators. Institutional weaknesses 

and rigidities, let alone the sheer weight of market pressures, will 

ensure that limited progress can be made on this front. 

If neither of these basic enforcement conditions can be satisfied, the 

case for public management of the resource is gravely weakened, if 

only on expedient grounds. This then requires that the entire problem 

be looked at from a different angle. Instead of concentrating on 

plwgiw apparent weaknesses in the administrative structure, 

Government would be better advised to w-consider the very basis of 

its 'exclusive' right in areas of reserved forest. In short, the man- 

agement of Indian forests has to be examined in relation to the enab- 

ling property right itself. TO that degree, the problem has to be 

seen as a structural one, hence requiring a level of response quali- 

tatively different from that which has characterized recent policy 

initiatives. 

Property Rights and Resource Management 

If property is defined less in terms of the rights of possession than 

as the set of rules governing the use of those rights,17 then the 

system of eminent domain possesses a number of highly particular char- 

acteristics. Firstly, although the organized exploitation of the 

resource - theoretically on the basis of the Working Plan system - 
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remains the exclusive, albeit delegatable, right of the Forest 

Department, it is also the case that subsidiary usufructuary rights 

have been contingently granted to the forest communities. This right 

has implicitly been defined in relation to the satisfaction of house- 

hold needs, rather than in terms of a share of marketable output. At 

present, it appears increasingly that this limited definition of rig- 

hti to wood are subject to abuse, the scale of which has been greatly 

compounded by illegal felling done by timber contractors. 

Thus, weaknesses in the enforcement of public property rules have led 

to forest areas being exploited es a degraded comnon property resource 

where access is relatively general and consequently rather ineffi- 

cient. Moveover, the fact of & jure State monopoly rights in rese- 

rved forest land itself ensures that the failure to enforce such rules 

necessarily results in a classical Prisonner's Dilemma. Here, exploi- 

tation of forest resources by those with restricted, but abused, 

access rights es well as those with, theoretically, no rights is 

determined purely by motives of short-run self interest. So long as 

the product price remains positive in relation to the private felling 

and marketing cost, the 'rules' framework actually encourages the 

rapid depletion of forest resources. This it does for two allied 

I-eaSO”S. In the first case, tree felling by adivasi communities 

reflects the lack of energy choice for such poor resource endowed 

households.18 Accordingly, their time-preference remains consistently 

short. The chronic levels of under-employment that obtain in most 

forest areas likewise ensure that at the margin, returns to tree fell- 

ing and marketing remain high. In the second case, the unconstrained 

denudation of forest cover by contractors and speculators is clearly a 

function of the private rate of return in such activity, as also in 

terms of the time-horizons that necessarily accompany such extra-legal 

use Of resource. Thus, the absence of any enforceable property right 

ensures that, firstly, all time-horizons we low and that, concom- 

itantly, all basic decisions are guided in terms of current income 

flows rather then the extended capture of returns from the resource. 

By this means, Indian forests have continued to dwindle through the 

absence of sufficient, feasible and private economic interests in 

their organized replenishment. Accordingly, the gulf between the 
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social and private rate of return, suitably discounted, has grown 

wider. 

The growing asymmetry between the felling and afforestation components 

of overall forestry practice in India cannot simply be explained by 

the 'innately short' time-horizons of Indian entrepreneurs and 

peasants. Even if poverty is necessarily associated with d high time- 

preference, this is only exaggerated by the current set of property and 

usufructuary rules. Exclusive but unenforceable rights ensure that 

under no conditions can any set of contracts be negotiated that could 

maximize benefits to all participants and at the same time optimize 

the management of the resowce. Accordingly, neither Coasian 

contracts nor rules for determining payments for externalities can be 

satisfactorily arrived at.lg Indeed, neither binding mutual 

agreements nor side-payments could emerge under the current juridical 

order of things. There are no possible mechanisms by which exter- 

nalities might be internalized. Indeed, there are many reasons for 

why the current situation inherently sponsors the development of nega- 

tive externalities. While it might normally be assumed that the trend 

in wood prices and the structure of relative prices (wood/food: 

wood/other substitutable ener'gy souxes, e.g. kerosene) would define a 

long-run profit horizon that would involve complementary reforestation 

and a transition in practice away from conditions which favoured an 

'over-depletion' of current stock and current flows relative to future 

stocks, the 'freezing' of the market in such rights, through monopoly 

rUkS, has ensured that no such adaptation can come about. 

Consequently, there remains no strong link between the value of the 

commodity and the rewards from controlling its depletion (and 

replenishment). In other words, none of the expected benefits of 

monopoly rights can be derived and if current returns from Forest 

Department activity are discounted at a suitable rate then the 

societal rate of return would be negative. This speaks strongly 

against any lingering attachment to the idea of state control over the 

?-C.O"t-Ce. 

Forest Communities and Tenurial Rights 

If State control over forests has proven to be an inefficient means 

for their management, let alone retention, attention needs to be given 
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to the processes by which a set of different economic signals get 

transmitted to potential exploiters of the i-esource. This requires 

above all a radical approach to the system of property rights itself. 

As the aim of any reform must be to harmanize to the greatest extent 

possible the social and private rates of return from forestry activity 

where time-preferences are the key issue, this implies a more graded 

and subtle use of controls and contingent rights. One argument would 

be to say that private property rights and a market in land and trees 

would be the most simple and efficient outcome. There is plentiful 

evidence from Europe and elsewhere that forests can be maintained in a 

private ownership context and that the privatization of rewards 

ensures the satisfactory enforcement of rights. The State, precisely 

because of its amorphous and disparate nature is inherently a weak 

vessel for the physical, let alone psychological, enforcement of 

exclusive controls. 

This argument runs into a number of problems in the Indian context. 

Firstly, private management of trees has customarily been associated 

with plantation or specialised husbandry. Secondly, given the politi- 

cal difficulties of establishing properties outside the usual land 

reform parameters, there are problems associated with the par- 

cellization of rights. Forestry management clearly has considerable 

potential for scale economies and, given the ecologies of most 

remaining Indian forests, the area required for satisfactory working 

is relatively large. Thirdly, there remains the problem of the forest 

communities. They lack, in general, both capital and expertise and, 

in some cases, the tenurial basis to sustain an outright programme of 

forest privatization. Even if forest land was sold or leased to out- 

side agencies, this would still raise the problem of what to do with 

the forest communities. Both practical and ethical considerations 
strongly suggest that the latter must be aCrlvely Included 1" any 

reform of the current system. 

Consider the characteristic resource endowments of most adivasi 

forest-based households. Each household (the discussion here largely 

relates to conditions in Central India) commands an average between 

Z-10 acres. Although such holdings are large by Indian standards, the 

soil quality is often low and the terrain hostile to successful hus- 



bandry. In *me areas, such as in Orissa, shifting cultivation 

remains the Norm (podul, although with continuously decreasing fallow 

periods. In almost all cases, the cultivated land is rainfed and the 

intensity of land use low. Most commonly, a single monsoon crop of 

paddy (%l is raised and this generates an intense demand for house- 

hold labour in the months of June/July and September/October. FOP the 

reriaining nine months of the year household labour is normally 

employed on Forest Department work, in the collection of minor forest 

produce (particularly & leaf collection) and work for other 

Government Departments, especially the P.W.O. Much of this non-farm 

work is also seasonal and the result is that under-employment levels 

remain high. With the exception of a limited amount of mining sector 

employment or else work in the urban industrial centres - such as 

Rourkela, Jamshedpur or Dhanbad - job opportunities in the proximity 

of the forest areas remain limited. In some tracts - such as in much 

of Chotanagpur - this disequilibrium has become so profound that out- 

migration has for long become a major recourse for household members 

of these adivasi communities. 

Income from wage employment - largely from the Forest Department - can 

thus be complemented by a combination of remittances and other tran- 

sactions. These latter are mostly through the sale of wood, either to 

urban traders/dealers or else at the periodic )a& (markets). Despite 

a long history of indebtedness to local sahukars (money-lenders), low 

household income levels and high rates of under-employment, the tribal 

economies have generally been marked by the relative affluence of 

basic requirements - principally fuel and food - than by the chronic 

income constrained conditions of many poor rural and urban households 

outside of the forest areas. Yet, the denudation of the forest cover 

gravely undermines this condition of 'primitive plenty'. Loss of fuel 

wood and tree cover are accompanied by a parallel loss of employment, 

either in Forest Department work OP through the collection of minor 

forest produce. The Prisonner's Dilemma of the forests is as much the 

dilemma of the forest inhabitants themselves as it is of the society 

as a whole. 

If any longer-run solution to the problem of deforestation requires 

the cooperation and participation of the forest dwellers themselves, 
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this requires logically that a framework be established that enables 

them, firstly, to avoid the Prisonner's Dilemma of depletion and, con- 

jointly, allows them to organize and participate in any system that 

restructures rewards from forest activity so as to establish a longer 

set of time preferences. This implies the development of enforceable 

contracts and incentives which eliminate the excessive bias towards 

immediate demand and profit fulfillment. 

Ta achieve these ends will require the abnegation of monopoly rights 

by the State. In one respect this will be a de jure recognition of 

the current state of affairs. Accompanying this abnegation, there 

will be a need to develop a set of tenurial rights that tap to maximum 

benefit the gains of private economic rationality, while at the same 

time achieving the societal end of conserving the forest stock. 

Rather than set up a series of full private rights in land and pro- 

duct, the existing concept of direct State management needs to be 

replaced by a broader function - akin to trusteeship - under which a 

more complex set of property and xcess rights would be granted. Com- 

munities, rather than individuals, would need to be made the focus of 

this diversification of rights. By this means, scale economies, 

coherence of forestry practice and, crucially, enforcement capacities 

would be achieved. At the same time, current assets - particularly 

the technical and organizational capacities of the Forest Department - 

could be harnessed to provide a more limited but more efficient 

service. 

In order to achieve the two critical functions of adequacy in the 'pa- 

licing' of the asset and a vested interest in its reproduction, it 

would be necessary to grant long, conditional leases. These would in 

effect ensure that the communities to whom forest tracts were leased 

had an adequate, inter-generational time-horizon while at the same 

time allowing far certain safeguards. Common conditions for the 

granting of leases would include stipulations regarding the type of 

forest cover to be maintained, the density of planting and the felling 

cycle. Exploitation of the i-esource would be on a quasi-profit 

sharing basis. The State would provide technical back-up and suitable 

extension services. The Forest Oevelopment Corporations could be re- 

incorporated as marketing Outlets with primary claim on the product. 
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It would need, however, to be stipulated that the margins chargeable 

by these state-level corporations would be within certain, relatively 

"WPOW bands. 

In this framework, leaseholds would be granted to either one or a 

number of village communities, depending on the density of settlement. 

The leases would cover the minimum area in which, firstly, enforcement 

could be maintained and secondly, where the ratio between annual flows 

and stocks was sufficient to guarantee a relatively restricted flu- 

ctuation in the volume of income XPOSS year~.~~ Communities to whom 

lease titles had been granted by the State would, within the 

constraint of stipulated, contractually enforceable rules regarding 
the maximum and minimum levels of felling and afforestation activity, 

be obliged to provide the labour for planting, harvesting and other 

basic forestry tasks. In return, such community leaseholders would be 
entitled to the revenues from product and minor forest produce sales. 

The transformation of the communities into the recognized management 

framework for the exploitation of forest PB~OUPCBS would further re- 

quire the development of community institutions suitable for such 

revised functions. Although the experience with panchayats in India 
has been very mixed, the lessons from the cooperative system estab- 

lished in Gujerat for sugar producers suggests that suitable mana- 

gerial structures can be evolved for producers involved in common 

activity. Likewise, the yan panchayat forest system established in 

Garhwal has registered significant gains in the preservation of vill- 

age forests, suggesting that devolution of control wet these r'esou- 

r&J i] 

P 

lJi\iye\y WJFlO+&d with their better maintenance.21 

With forest. cqmmunities providing the principal labour and OPeratiOnal 

inputs under a revised system of tenurial rules, the function Of pub- 

lic agencies would correspondingly need to be scaled down. The Forest 

bepartment would provide technical aSSiStanCe and nUrSerY faCilitie*. 

At the same time, public institutions - such as the Forest Research 

Institute in Debra Gun - would remain entrusted with the Principal 

research effort. This would suggest that the Forest Department would 

need ta retain a strong extension profile. 



18 

Conclusion 

The devolution of effective control over forest resources if struct- 

ured along the lines developed above, would not only result in a more 

equitable treatment of the forest population but would, as import- 

antly, take important steps towards rationaliring the economic signals 

and controls that need to be developed for the effective retention and 

consolidation of India's forests. By drawing on resident skills and 

personnel and by providing the incentive framework that could allow 

for longer-term time-horizons to govern the exploitation of the reso- 

urce these proposals would require a retreat from the overall approach 

to the problem that has characterized Indian Government policy over 

the last century. When linked to a parallel and supportive set of 

measures that would involve the direct translation of limited areas of 

forest into wildlife sanctuaries, and hence inviolate, such a new 

strategy has a far higher chance of success than attempts to shore up 

the leaky vessel of public monopoly that exists at present. As a 

conwquence, the Forest Department would be entrusted with the provi- 

sion of basic. national functions - research and extension - as well 

as the administration of the wildlife areas. Apart from associating a 

reduced scale of activity with a higher level of feasibility for those 

tasks, such a scheme would have the advantage of providing the basis 

for a massive programme of income and employment improvement in those 

areas of India that have traditionally been neglected. By acting as 

the trustee of a resource that, correctly, is seen to be a national 

asset, the State would have, at the same time, set itself a task that 

was more genuinely manageable. 
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