Tribal people and preserving prime forests

Vikram Soni

RIME FOREST is perhaps our greatest

resource and heritage. It is the repos-

itory of our living history. It is precious

and fast becoming precariously rare. In
India, we are in a situation where in the last 50
years our dense canopy forest area has shrunk
markedly, from 22 per cent to eight per cent, and
our population has bounded, three times, to a
billion.

The proposed Scheduled Tribes (Recognition
of Land Rights) Bill 2005 if passed will let the
tribal people (seven per cent of the population)
settle in the prime forest (eight per cent of the
land area). This will be the end of the forest.
Equally, it will be the end of the tribal people
since their identity derives from the forest. It
may end up as a ploy to get the forestland in the
name of the tribal people and then grab it from
them.

We now turn to forest dwellers and their pre-
dicament: a classic example is at hand. From
ancient times the nomadic wilderness dwellers,
the Gujjars, have retained their distinct identity,
living apart in the forest as graziers who season-
ally migrate to the upland fastnesses in the sum-
mer and down to the Terai foothills in the
winter. They are a romantic people, tall with
deepset blue eyes and hennaed beards moving
with their herds of cattle along their traditional
routes in the forest. Year after year they return
to their camps with the feared and hardy Bhotia
dogs turning the cattle in for the night.

They have come a long way today. In the Rajaji
National Park, near Dehra Dun in the western
extremity of the Terai, is a large population of
Gujjars. For whatever reason, probably because
of shrinking habitat, they have become more
fixed and less migratory. Mostly, they still look
magnificent in their traditional flowing embroi-
dered robes. But now as we take a turn on the
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The proposed Scheduled Tribes (Recognition
of Land Rights) Bill 2005 could sound the
death-knell for prime forests. This could also
result in the end of the tribal people’s identity,

which derives from the forests.
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forest road we run\into the incongruous — a
Gujjar speeding awsy on a motorbike. Around
Chila, near Hardwar, it seems things have gone
even further. On seeing a bunch of tall men
walking along a dry riverbed in the forest in
ill-fitting trousers, carrying transistor radios, we
were surprised to learn that they were Gujjars
returning home after a day’s work. So the assimi-
lation into the outside world has now even made
them discard their traditional wear. Even a
stranger will not fail to be disturbed by the traffic
going in and out of the forest. Here is the break-
ing of their integral forest identity and a trans-
formation to conventional livelihoods. Yet they
retain their bivouac in the forest. It seems things
may have gone too far.

This shows that a community that retained its
distinct identity for a millennium has strayed
and lost some of its links to the forest. And it
means that unfortunately in this day and age
even such a community may not necessarily
remain guardians of the forest. It is unfortunate
that history has brought the forest dwellers to
this. They have had a kinship with the forest
from the beginning and so have been sensitive to
the health of the forest. They have been spartan
users of the forest for their simple livelihood.

However, such is the force of technology, in-
dustry and development that in a few decades
these sections have aggressively exploited all the
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forest they could lay their hands on. They have
drilled into the forest to mine for stone or ore.
They have logged for wood and bamboo. They
have, for their use, pushed for more monocul-
ture plantations like eucalyptus. In short, they
have brutally laid the forest low. It is a classic
case of permanent loss for transient gain.
Whereas industry can just move out after clear-
ing out the forest, the forest dweller is stuck
there to face a bleak landscape and an equally
bleak future.

People and parks

We have homed in on the very substantive
debate on parks (or primary forest) and people.
Both parks and people have their separate de-
fenders. The most conservative park protector is
the forest service, which is rapidly losing cred-
ibility. In the people’s park, the human rights
activists are the most vocal.

The debate is set in today’s idiom of human
rights or people’s rights. The forest dwellers are
perceived as the oppressed and the forest as
their heritage or sometimes even inheritance.
The fact is that the problem is diminishing hab-
itat. This is perceived as usurping the forest from
the rightful owners, the forest dwellers, by the
development-oriented industry with the active
collusion of the state machinery.

Often, one finds cogent and sensitive appeals

that we would never have come to such a pass if
the forest people had managed the forest. Tradi-
tionally in India forests and people have been
linked. One cannot but agree that the forest
dwellers would not have allowed the pernicious
forces of development to pillage the forests.
However, the forest officers, even the upright
and committed, are seen in this light of being
corrupt, rapacious and interested only in raising
revenue.

There was only recently a time (50 years ago)
when there was no debate and no problem. The
forest was healthy and secure and the dwellers
happy within. Most of the protagonists do not go
back that far. Most have not been intimate with
those forests and those times. Most lack the old
experience and the old knowledge.

It may come as a surprise but much of the
knowledge and the preservation of the forests is
due to the old forest officers. Even today, it is the
committed minority of forest officers who stand
in the firing line to save the forests. It is wrong to
write off all forest officers as being sold out to the
exploitative interests. It may not be right to
identify the righteous only as the forest dwellers.
It may not be right to think of the forests as their
inheritance alone. It is true that violence has
been done to both the forests and their tribal
inhabitants. Both need defending. Development
has always gone against both. It professes to be
for the people but then it wipes out the forest
and leaves the people at a loss. The forest or
‘nature’ is even more vulnerable than the people
as it has to take the axe of the exploiting outside-
rs and the forest dwellers as well.

To the here and now. Reportedly, about seven
per cent of India’s population is tribal or wilder-
ness based and only 8 per cent of the country’s
area is left with dense forest cover. If these two
are to go together our prime wilderness will have
the average population density of the country.
By no account is this the definition of a wilder-
ness and by all accounts it is a recipe for disaster.

There is so little prime forest now (and so
many people) that if we do not watch out, the
debate may continue even as the forest is gone.

Itis clear from this that the Tribal Bill will first
kill the forest and then the tribal people. Many
concerned people have authored reports that
make a very strong case for people’s involvement
in forest management. They even quote many
examples of forest dwellers jointly managing a
protected area successfully; from Kakadoo in
Australia to Yellowstone in the United States,
from parks in Zimbabwe to those in South Amer-
ica. All these have happened where the pop-
ulation of tribal people, aborigines or ‘Indians’ is
tiny and the wilderness area is enormous. To-
day’s India is different as we have pointed out:
the tribal populations are large and the forest
area has come down. If the tribal people were to
settle in the dense forest area, the population
density would be the average for the country; it
just does not square up. Certainly, tribal people
should have a stake in the management of the
forests; the Bishnois in Rajasthan with their
conservation ethos are some of the most pas-
sionate and effective protectors of forests and
wildlife, but it is clear that all forest dwellers
cannot live in the prime forests.

Perhaps, itis appropriate to recall that we now
have areas of degraded forest that account for
the same fraction of the area of the country as
that for the dense forests — around 10 per cent.
Given the lasting links and identity that the
forest dwellers have with the forest they could
contribute importantly in the renewal of the
degraded forest and themselves.

It is here that joint forest management pro-
grammes with the forest department could be
most effective. On no account should this land
fall into the hands of industry, as is being sug-
gested in some circles. Is it too much to ask that
human beings leave a tiny fraction of this planet
to e — that is, all of creation excepting
théf? Remember, it is only in silence that you
heal#fie sounds of the jungle.

E . (T % writer is UGC Professor, Theory Group,
t National Physical Laboratory, New Delhi.)
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Flaws alleged
in tribal <
rights Bill *5\\ 1

Special Correspondent

NEW DELHI: Jan Sangharsh Mor-
cha, a network of people’s orga- |
nisation in Madhya Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh, has strongly con-
demned the Centre for serious
flaws in its proposed Scheduled
Tribes (Recognition of Rights)
Bill that, according to it, will re-
sult more in the denial of rights
than in their recognition.

Unless fundamentally modi-
fied, the Bill will prove detri-
mental to the interests of both
forest communities and forests,
the Morcha says.

In a statement issued here on
Saturday, Morcha representa-
tives said that though the Cen-
tral Government had finally
recognised that “historical in-
justice” had been done to the
tribal people by the continua-
tion of colonial laws and that
there was a need to rectify this
injustice, “we are dismayed to
find that the Bill fails to do this,
and in fact is likely to increase |
the injustice done to adivasis.
Through some token conces-
sions, the Bill seeks to “settle”
once and for all the politically
sensitive question of adivasi
rights, so that the way can be
paved for the takeover of forest
resources by industrial and com-
mercial interests and global “big
business.”

The Jan Sangharsh Morcha
will, along with other people’s
organisations, launch a cam-
paign for a new legislation that
fully recognises the legitimate
historical rights of all forest
communities, while stringently
preventing destructive large-
scale commercial exploitation
and the diversion of forestland
to industry and large projects.
“We demand the full and une-
quivocal recognition of rights
that forest dwellers have been
fighting for over the past two
centuries, through a legislation
that will recognise all land hold-
ings of all forest dwellers on an
‘as is where is’ basis and the full
recognition of rights over minor
forest produce.”

The Morcha is opposed to im-
position of arbitrary, irrational
and impractical limitation of
conditional rights only to those
adivasis who can prove their
claim of the land before 1980,
exclusion of non-adivasi tradi-
tionally forest dwelling commu-
nities from the purview of the
legislation and “tyrannical” con-
trol of the Forest Department
over the forest among other
things.
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ARD work has gone into
Hhiding the stripes of the
tribal bill, cleared by the ca-
binet and ready for Parliament now.
But the result will still be the same:
once enacted, the proposals will ef-
fectively end conservation. This is
simply because conserving the tiger
and protecting tribal rights are sep-
arate objectives. So, land allocation
for the two should be separate too.
No one has successfully challenged
the tiger task force’s data that show
human habitation and wildlife
preservation are mutually exclu-
sive. Forests are impossible to po-
lice and the money to be made from
poachers impossible to turn down.
Had this been recognised, the gov-
ernment would have instead wo-
rked only on relocation of forest
reserve villages. The cost of relo-
cation, experts say, is Rs 10,000
crore. India can easily afford this,
especially given what’s at stake.
What’s on offer, via the bill, is a
big administrative mess. Even
leaving aside the argument that as
far as conservation efforts go tem-
porary land rights are no different

1y
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Jungle raj

ibal bill will nurture bitter
conflicts, not big cats

from permanent ones — in five
years of temporary rights, a reserve
forest can be emptied out of prized
fauna; remember Sariska — the
bill gives local administrations an
unenviable, possibly unachievable,
job. Since five years of stay will en-
sure permanent property rights,
those living in forest reserves will
have little incentive to relocate.
The job of persuading them falls
on local officials.

These poor souls will also have to
distinguish between tribals and
non-tribals. The bill makes this dis-
tinction with great panache. But on
the ground, and with land owner-
ship in a familiar territory at stake,
the disputes will be at least sharp.
And who will monitor whether per-
manent land rights in forest re-
serves are not sold off to “out-
siders”? Having once introduced
the premise of private property in
conservation areas, the government
can hardly hope that the usual in-
centives and profit maximising be-
haviour won’t apply in this asset
class. Expect plenty of bitter con-
flict — and very few big cats.
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Bodo militants
_ sign peace ,
T .spact with "
< Union govt” \

New Delhi: In a major boost
to the peace process in the
north-east, Bodo militant
outfit NDFB has signed a
ceasefire accord with the
Centre and the Assam gov-
ernment, leading to suspen-
sion of operations for the
first time in two decades of
insurgency by the group.

As per the accord signed
on Tuesday, all three sides
will suspend operations for
one year beginning June 1,
2005, and the Bodo outfit will
maintain peace during this
period and not carry out any
hostile or violent activity
against the security forces or
the civilians. The security
forces will, in turn, not carry
out any operations against
the NDFB.

The NDFB cadres will not
carry arms or move in uni-
form in this period, and will
not give assistance to any
other militant group. The
agreement was signed by
special secretary in Union
home ministry, Assam’s
home secretary B K Gohain
and general secretary of the
National Democratic Front
of Bodoland (NDFB), ending
20 years of insurgency by the
group in which over 1,000
people have been killed.

After his meeting with the
Bodo leaders on Wednesday,
Union home minister Shiv-
raj Patil said the accord
would help in strengthening
the peace process in Assam
and other states in the north-
east region. He said the
ceasefire would help in all-
round development of the
area and in fulfilling the le-
gitimate desires of the peo-
ple.en
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Bodo militants sign
" -tripartite accord.. .

“L;; WNew Dethi

Voo 25 MAY

the North East, Bodo militant outfit
National Democratic Front of
Bodoland (NDFB) has signed a cease-fire
accord with the Centre and the Assam
government, leading to suspension of op-
erations for the first time in two decades of
insurgency by the group.
As per the accord signed on Tuesday, all
three sides will suspend operations for one
year beginning June 1,

I N a major boost to the peace process in

states in the North East region.

“Itis a step forward in the peace process
and will encourage other insurgent organ-
isations to come forward and form agree-
ments,” the Home Minister told reporters.

He said the ceasefire will help in all-
round development of the area and in fui-
filling the legitimate desires of the people.
Mr Patil said a Joint Monitoring Group
(IMG) would be formed to oversee the
implementation of the agreement. The
JMG will comprise equal representatives
from the Centre, Assam Government and

NDEB. The Joint Secre-

2005 and the Bodo outfit _fr tary (North East) in the
will maintain peace dur- The Cea_se flre Home Ministry will
ing this period and not - agreement is expected halrihegroup. ent
carry out any hostile or ,
violent activity against {0 Strengthen the the NDFB wil siy in
the security forces or the . esignated camps an
dvilans. The securty  PEACE PIOCESSIN  the Tist of cadres and
forces will, in turn, not ASS aman d Oth er weapons in these camps
carry out any operations ’ h will be given to Assam
against the NDFB. police. Responding to a
In addition, the NDFB states in t e North peace offer by Assam
cadres will not carry EaSt reglon Chief Minister Tarun
arms or move in uniform Gogoi, the NDFB had

in this period, and will not give assistance
to any other militant group. The agree-
ment was signed by special secretary in the
Union Home Ministry, Assam’s home sec-
retary B.K. Gohain and general secretary
of the NDFB. In the past 20 years, over
1,000 people, including NDFB activists
and security force personnel, have been
killed in clashes in the state.

After his meeting with the Bodo leaders
today, Union Home Minister Shivraj Patil
said the accord will help in strengthening
the peace process in Assam and other

dedared a unilateral ceasefire on October
15. It had later renewed the ceasefire for a
second time on April 15 this year.

They later sent feelers to the Centre for
talks which took place in the capital. The
NDFB was formed in 1986 and its armed
wing is known as the Bodoland Army. The
organisation has been demanding a sepa-
rate state for the Bodos. The groupis active
in Kokrajhar, Bongaigaon, Nagaon, Nal-
bari, Barpeta and Kamrup districts of As-
sam. It has nexus with other groups, in-
cluding NSCN(IM} and ULFA.
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May 16. — The Andaman
& Nicobar tribes are in
great danger now than ever
before due to inbreeding
among them, director of
Centre for Cellular and

Molecular Biology, Dr
Lalji Singh, said.

“Many animals are criti-
cally endangered due to
inbreeding. What holds
good for animals holds
good for humans too. The
tribes in these islands are
at great risk of extinction.”

" he told a press conference.

The six tribes in the 572
islands are regarded as the
“windows to the past” in
the sense of how the

world’s population evolv- .

ed after the first batch of
migration out of Africa
and towards India 50,000
to 70,000 years ago.

The Great Andamanese
is 20-member strong,
Onge — 98, Shompens —
180, Jarawa — 200 and
Sentinelese — 250. The
only tribe with relatively
substantial numbers are
Nicobarese — 22,000.

The tribes are hunter-
gatherers and need natur-
al habitats like forests to
exist. Dr Singh said during

17 MAY 200%

his interaction with Onges
they expressed happiness
at going back to the jun-
gles instead of living in set-
tlements organised by the
government.

The Sentinelese are
primitive, hostile and stro-
ngly dislike any interaction
with the world. After the 26
December tsunami there
were fears that they were

THE ST ATESMAN

“Andaman tribes at
< risk of extmctlon

* Jarwas (top) and Shompens.
— File photographs

wiped out, but fortunately
several of them survived.

Dr Singh led a path
breaking DNA study of
these tribes, barring the
Sentinelese, to lend weight
to the “out of Africa” the-
ory. The five-year study
showed that the tribes do
not share genetic similari-
ties with mainland Indian
tribes, but with the African
population.

“The evolution of the
tribes may be due to the
initial penetration of the
northern coastal areas of
the Indian Ocean by mod-
ern humans in their out of
Africa migration. There-
fore they are the windows
to-the look into the past
and hence they need to be
persevered,” he said.
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‘Andaman trlbals want mamlanders to leave

By Aarti Dhar

CAMPBELL BAY (NICOBAR ISLANDS),
FEB. 16. Apart from the destruc-
tion caused by the tsunami, the
Andaman and Nicobar Islands
are witnessing another problem
— a divide between the local
tribal population and the main-
land settlers.

The tribals want the mainlan-

ders to leave.The tribal heads

have given a written petition to-

the Prime Minister, Manmohan
Singh.

The issue also came up dur-
ing the three-day trip of the
Union Home Minister, Shivraj
Patil, to the archipelago over the
weekend. Mr. Patil, however,
dismissed it as temporary fear
of exploitation by the non-trib-
als. “Sometimes the local tribal
people feel that they would
have to share their natural re-

VR
sources and land with the main-
landers. They have also
complained of indiscriminate
felling of trees but they will have
to get over it,” he told reporters.

Talking to  The Hindu,
Ayesha Begum, chairperson of
the Tribal Council of the Nan-
cowrie group of islands, alleged
that the non-tribals were “eat-
ing” into their resources and
even exploiting the local pop-
ulation. “The mainlanders are
wise and clever, and easily ex-
ploit us. Their presence has also
influenced our culture and tra-
dition.” She said they wanted
the Defence personnel and the
Government employees to stay
and the businessmen and the
retired people to leave.

Ayesha Begum'’s great-grand-
mother, Rani Islon, was
crowned the “tribal queen” by
the British. The title went to Ra-

™ 1oy,

mblslon s(z)l ter, Rani Laksh-

mi, as she was the only child.
Rani Lakshmi’s only daughter,
Fatima, converted to Islam after
marrying a Muslim but contin-
ued to carry the title which then
went to her daughter, Ayesha,
the eldest of her nine children.

Ayesha Begum expressed un-
happiness with the Central Gov-
ernment for its failure in
helping the tribals to start
afresh after the tsunami. “We
are dependent on Government
relief, which is not coming. If we
were given tools to clear the de-
bris and construction material
like bamboo, we would have
built houses in our own way,”
she said.

On the other hand, a large
number of Sikh families, mainly
retired servicemen who settled
in the Car Nicobar Islands in
1969 under a Government

scheme, have expressed their
desire to go back to the main-
land. “If we have to start our
lives all over again, we might as
well do it in our villages,” many
of them said. There were un-
confirmed reports that many
families, who were living be-
tween Campbell Bay and Indira
Point, had left for good.

The Government scheme en-
visaged settling 500 retired De-
fence personnel on the Island
by giving them incentives such
as free land for farming. Howev-
er, the project was abandoned
midway. Of the 100 Sikh fam-
ilies brought here, 70 made the
island their home. The Ex-Ser-
vicemen Settlers of Campbell
Bay have also given a memoran-
dum to Mr. Patil , demanding
the status of tribals and reserva-
tion in jobs and educational
institutions.

47 FEB 2009
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- JIRKATANG, JAN. 6. Carrying bows
and arrows, membeéys of the an-
cient Jarawa tribe erged on
Thursday from their ¥orest hab-
itat in the Andaman and Nicobar
islands for the first time since the
tsunami tragedy.

In a rare interaction with out-
siders, the Jarawas said all 250 of
their tribe had survived by flee-
ing inland. “We are all safe after
the earthquake. We are in the
forest in Balughat,” said Ashu, an
arrow-wielding tribesman.

Even though the Jarawas
sometimes interact with local of-
ficials to receive government-
funded supplies, the tribe
seemed wary of visitors. “My
world is in the forest,” Ashu said
in broken Hindi through an in-
terpreter in a restricted area at
the north end of South Andaman
island. “Your world is outside.
We don’t like people from out-
side.”

There are only an estimated
400 to 1,000 members alive today
from the tribes of Jarawas, Great
Andamanese, Onges, Sentinelese
and Shompens who live on the
islands. Some anthropological

are sate,

DNA studies indicate that the
generations of tribes may have
spanned back 70,000 years. They
originated in Africa and migrated
to India through Indonesia, an-
thropologists said.

Government officials and an-
thropologists believe that an-
cient knowledge of the
movement of wind, sea and birds
may have saved the indigenous
tribes from the tsunami. Seven
Jarawa men — wearing only un-
derwear and amulets — emerged
from the forest to meet govern-
ment officials to say they had all
managed to flee to the forest
when the deadly waves came.
They said they survived by eating
coconuts in the aftermath of the
tsunami, which killed 901 people
and left 5,914 missing on the An-
daman and Nicobar islands.

Two reporters and a photog-
rapher for Associated Press were
allowed to accompany officials to
an outpost in the isolated north-
ern region.

Ashu, who said he was in his
early 20s, gave his name and
those of three others of his tribe
as Danna, Lah and Tawai. Like

say Jarawas:s ..

many South Indians, they use
only one name.

The men stopped an AP pho-
tographer from taking pictures.
“We fall sick if we are photo-
graphed,” Ashu said. In the past,
tourists who have tried to take
their photo had their cameras
smashed by upset tribesmen.

When asked how his people
survived the tsunami, Ashu just
shook his head. He didn’t want to
talk about it. But he showed off
his bow, arrows and a metal box
tied around his waist with a
thread containing ash with
which he smeared his face and
forehead during ceremonies.

He gestured with his hands
and asked for “khamma’” — wa-
ter in the dialect used by the Ja-
rawas — and drank from a bottle
offered to him. When asked what
they typically eat, Ashu said pork
and fish caught with their bows
and arrows. “And we like honey.”

He said tourists sometimes
throw packages of cookies at
them from buses. “We don’t like
when tourists throw things at us.
They should give it in our
hands,” he said. Also, the pack-

aged food upset‘)ﬁleir stomachs,
he added. “We prefer to eat raw
and roasted bananas. Ripe ba-
nanas make us sick,” he said.

Jirkatang police have had a
love-hate relationship with the
Jarawas. In 1997, a year after the
tribe made its first-ever contact
with, they stormed the Jirkatang
police outpost and killed a guard
dead with their arrows. But
things have since improved.

A police officer who asked that
his name not be used called the
Jarawas “good friends.”

Relations with townspeople
seem more prickly with ethnic
Indian residents expressing wa-
riness of their neighbours. Both
sides remain as far apart as they
were nearly a decade ago when
contact with the tribe was first
made.

During the height of summer,
when water holes dry up, Jarawas
often come into town, looking for
water. Their presence generates
total panic, and police are called
in, said one resident who refused
to give his name. It is then up to
the police officers to persuade
the tribesmen to return. — AP
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