
C O V E R  S T O R Y

"Mexico's 
community 
forestry 
programmes 
are designed 
to suit the 
specific needs 
of communities 
and reflect 
their collective 
decisions"  
ÐGerardo Segura, Sr Rural 

Development Specialist, 

World Bank and former 

head of PROCYMAF

disbanded old agencies and created new ones to 
support and facilitate community forestry and 
ensured that management skills are not restricted to 
government foresters.

Such reforms are urgently needed in India, says 
C R Bijoy of Campaign for Survival and Dignity, a 
network of organisations working on forest rights. By 
shifting forest governance authority to gram sabha, 
fra aims at democratising the system. But forest and 
other departments cannot understand its spirit 
without significant capacity building. “The forest and 
the tribal affairs departments should go through 
institutional reforms keeping fra at the centre of 
policies,” Bijoy suggests. 

Sarin says India should also look beyond the idea 
that only forest department is capable of managing 
forests. “Other departments need to pitch in to 
support community forestry.”

An empowered community is responsible for the 
success of any type of community forestry. There have 
been several instances in India where communities 
have tried to trade in forest produce such as bamboo 
and tendu but failed due to lack of government 
support and marketing linkages. “This failure is then 
used as an argument to not allow them to manage 

forests,” says Subodh Kulkarni of Jnan Probodhini, 
non-profit that works for community rights in 
Maharashtra’s Gadchiroli district.

The Mexican government had realised this at the 
outset. “So the new agencies first focussed on building 
the organisational capacity of communities,” says 
Bray. When villages got community forestry rights, 
politicisation, corruption and disputes were rife 
within and among communities. It monitored 
general assembly meetings and imposed strict 
conditions to ensure proper functioning of grassroots 
institutions before granting them government aid,” 
says Bray.

The contexts of forest governance is changing, 
says Arvind Khare, executive director of rri. “Forest-
governing agencies seem to be losing their economic 
influence and political constituency. This is because 
in most developing (and quite a few developed) 
countries, the fate of forests is intricately linked with 
communities. This is a major reason for insurgencies 
in countries like India.”  The real test for forestry now 
is to regain this constituency.  

The reporter’s travel to Mexico was supported by Society 
for Promotion of Wasteland Development in Delhi and 
Rights and Resources Initiative in Washington DC
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Population
1,210 million

Tribal population
104.3 million

Geographical area
328.7 million ha

Notified forest 
land
77.2 million haPeople depend on over 31 million ha 

of forests in India. The government 
recognises rights over 2.5 million ha

Rights wronged

1 Himachal Pradesh
0.99 mln ha
0.14 ha

15 Assam
0.22 mln ha
0.03 mln ha

3 Rajasthan
2.11 mln ha 
0.02 mln ha

16 Nagaland
0.49 mln ha
0 ha

17 Tripura
0.57 mln ha
0.17 mln ha

10 Odisha
1.78 mln ha
0.29 mln ha

11 Andhra Pradesh
2.57 mln ha
0.59 mln ha

8 Goa
0.09 mln ha
0 ha

12 Karnataka
2.74 mln ha
0.01 mln ha

13 Tamil Nadu
1.92 mln ha
0 ha

14 Kerala
0.90 mln ha
0.01 mln ha

2 Uttar Pradesh & 
Uttarakhand
3.37 mln ha
0.06 mln ha

7 Maharashtra
3.17 mln ha
0.48 mln ha

6 Madhya Pradesh 
& Chhattisgarh
6.72 mln ha
0.79 mln ha

4 Bihar & Jharkhand
2.50 mln ha
0.02 mln ha

9 West Bengal
0.61 mln ha
0.006 mln ha

5 Gujarat
1.35 mln ha
0.02 mln ha
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xx Forest land used in villages

xx Land recognised under Forest Rights 
Act; mostly for individual rights 
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Source: State of Forest Report 1999, Forest Survey of India, Ministry of Tribal Affairs
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