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Introduction

With growing concerns and debates around climate
change, Tigers (Panthera Tigris) have found their reputation
as the ‘charismatic megafauna’ at the centre stage of various
deliberations around ecology, biodiversity and wildlife
conservation. There is a larger consensus that campaigns to save
tigers are vital for the long-term preservation of ecology and
wildlife affected by its extinction. In this background, policies
based on unscientific, exclusionary approaches seek to justify
the displacement of Indigenous peoples, ironically in the name of
conservation, from the very forests and ecosystem that they have
preserved for centuries.

India, as the custodian of 70% of the world'’s tiger population,
thus finds itself in a paradoxical situation. While the nation prides
itself on its role as a protector of the magnificent tiger, this
alleged conservation success story has come at a significant
social cost- that is, the systemic marginalization of adivasis and
forest-dwelling communities.

This approach is contrary to settled law and policy, that have
recognized the historical injustice committed on adivasis and
forest-dwelling communities, including misguided conservation
strategies that have sought to commercially exploit forests
and alienated indigenous people from their ancestral land and
habitat.In fact, recently, the National Tiger Conservation Authority
(NTCA) issued a directive to all tiger-bearing states to relocate
Adivasi communities, which can result in the displacement of
approximately 90,000 families, or around 400,000 people, from
their land and habitats in the name of tiger conservation.' In
fact, the National Commission for Scheduled Tribes has taken
cognizance of the issue, and sought a report from the NTCA on
the issue.



Scope of the Report

This report seeks to critically assess the cost of tiger
conservation policies on the lives of forest-dwelling communities
and whether the policy adheres to the scientific and inclusive
principleslaid outinthe legal framework.The report also attempts
to examine the extent to which these policies result in rights
violations and the alienation of adivasis and other indigenous
forest-dependent communities.

The case study of the ongoing displacement of adivasis and
other traditional forest-dwelling communities for the Veerangana
Durgawati Tiger Reserve in Madhya Pradesh illustrates the
broader issue of tiger conservation being implemented through
administrative directives and guidelines, in a manner that is
contrary to hard-fought constitutional and legal rights. For
instance, one critical theme explored is the gap between the
state’s claims of “voluntary relocation” and the ground realities
of forced displacement. This study emphasizes that the inclusion
of local communities is not merely a best practice but a legally
binding obligation that is routinely ignored by the authorities.
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Methodology

The research followed a qualitative design with a case study
approach, focusing on the Damoh region as a microcosm of the
broader issues surrounding Tiger Conservation and its impact on
forest-dwelling communities. The data collection process was
conducted over a period of eight months from January 2024,
during which the researchers engaged in multiple field visits,
interviews,andfocused group discussions.The field workincluded
visits to villages Oriamal, Sarra, Rijkudi, Alohi, Nargua Mal, Jhalon
(where the researchers met persons displaced from Ukarpar
and Jamun), Anchalpura, Manjgawa, Bamnoda and Richkudi in
Damoh district and Putdehi and Jhamara in Sagar district. The
following methods were employed for data collection:

The research began with a scoping visit to Damoh, where
the researchers conducted preliminary interviews with local
communities and rights defenders. Feedback from experts
during this phase helped narrow down the research focus to the
Damoh case study.

In-depth interviews were conducted with key stakeholders,
including members of forest-dwelling communities, rights
defenders, and legal experts. The interviews aim to capture the
personal narratives and experiences of displacement and insights
into the broader legal and policy context.

FGDs were held with community members to explore the
collective experiences of displacement and marginalisation.
These discussions also provided a platform for understanding
the social and gendered impacts of displacement.

Research also involved the analysis of legal documents,
government reports, and previous research studies to
contextualise the findings from the field. This analysis helped in
drawing connections between broader conservation policies and
their localised impact in Damoh.



Structure of the Report

The analysis was conducted in two phases, corresponding to
the two parts of the report:

Part A of the Report

Rights of Forest Dwelling Communities and Tiger Conservation

This part critically examines the legal, policy and administrative
landscape that governs conservation in general and tiger
conservation in particular. Chapter 1 explores the history and
consequences of conservation laws, analyzing their role in
marginalizing forest-dwelling communities. Chapter 2 specifically
focuses on tiger conservation, offering a critical review of the
otherwise celebrated Project Tiger. This section delves into
the narrative of its “success,” questioning whether the project
has genuinely been inclusive or whether it has systematically
overlooked the rights and welfare of affected communities.

Part B of the Report

Case Study of the Veerangana Durgawati Tiger Reserve

The second part of the report outlines the case study of the
ongoing displacement for the Veerangana Durgawati Tiger
reserve and narrows its focus to a specific region, providing
a detailed case study to understand the ground realities of
conservation policies. Chapter 3, therefore, outlines the violations
of rights and procedural safeguards in this process, and the social
impact of the displacement.

n
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Chapter 1

Forest Laws & Policies -
Conservation as a Tool for
State Control of Forests
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India’s forests have long been a source of cultural, spiritual,
and economic sustenance for its indigenous communities, often
referred to as adivasis. These communities, deeply connected to
the land, have historically been seen as natural conservationists,
embodying a harmonious relationship with forests and wildlife.
However, this symbiotic relationship was disrupted by colonial
and post-colonial interventions that redefined the management
and ownership of forest resources. The British colonial regime
introduced the concept of demarcating and controlling
forests through a series of laws, ostensibly for conservation
but fundamentally aimed at exploiting forests as economic
commodities. These legal frameworks marked the beginning of
a systematic alienation of indigenous communities from their
traditional lands and habitats. Despite constitutional recognition
of adivasi rights post-independence, laws and policies often
perpetuated this exclusion, contradicting the spirit of justice
and equity. In asserting control, the government labelled
forest-dwelling communities, who have lived in these areas
for generations, as encroachers. The following sections of this
Chapter explain how this narrative framed the rights of these
communities as conflicting with forest conservation efforts, and
amongst other things, undermined the traditional community-
based conservation practices that are vital for the forest
ecosystem’s survival and sustainability.2

Colonial Forestry -
The beginning of State
Control over forests

During the pre-British era, rural or forest-dwelling
communities had largely unrestricted access to and use of
forests and wastelands near their villages. In the early period
of British rule, up until the mid-nineteenth century, there was
rampant exploitation of forests to meet military demands, build
railway networks, and export teak wood. This era was marked by
a disregard for forest conservation, with a focus on expanding
agriculture and clearing forests to increase land revenue for the
British. Despite this exploitation, local communities continued to
exercise their rights to forest use without restriction.’



However, after the severe deforestation of this period,
the colonial administration recognized in 1862 that India’s
natural resources were not inexhaustible. This realization led
to the establishment of a department to ensure a sustainable
supply of wood for the railways. Consequently, the first Imperial
Forest Department was set up in 1864, tasked with curbing the
deforestation of previous decades and consolidating forest
estates. Achieving this required the assertion of state ownership
over forests. It was in this context that the Indian Forests Act of
1865 (later replaced by the more comprehensive Indian Forest
Act of 1878) was enacted, marking the first time the previously
unlimited rights of village and tribal communities to use forests
were curtailed.*

The 1878 Act allowed the British government to establish a
monopolyoverforests by falsely claiming thatvillagers’customary
use of forests was a ‘privilege’ rather than a ‘right, granted at the
discretion of local rulers. This led to the Indian Forest Act of 1878
vesting absolute ownership of forests in the British government.5
Itis worth reiterating that none of these legislations define forests,
but merely regulated the nature and extent of control and use of
land claimed by the government. The 1878 Act, thus, enabled the
State to acquire and designate valuable forest tracts as reserved
forests for commercial exploitation, prohibiting local use and
resulting in the loss of control by forest dwellers over their habitat.
Protected forests, a second category under the Act, permitted
local use but retained ownership with the government. The third
category, village forests, was designated for villagers’ use but
was largely unimplemented. The restrictions and bans on forest
use imposed severe hardships on rural communities, plunging
them into poverty and depriving them of their traditional means
of survival. The Indian Forest Act of 1878 slowly became a focal
point for protest and resistance amongst the tribal and other
forest-dwelling communities.®
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The Indian Forest Act 1927.
Continuing the colonial legacy

The Indian Forest Act, 1927 (IFA 1927) was a mere re-
enactment of the Indian Forest Act 1878, retaining all the major
provisions of the earlier Act. This legislation is still in force
today, with many amendments made by State Governments in
the course of time.” It is through this legislation that the State
Governments since independence have notified forest land
as Reserved or Protected forests taking over ownership from
communities residing in these areas for generations. The Act set
out the process for notifying and acquisition of any government-
owned forest land, wasteland, or any land as a reserved forest,
protected forest, orvillage forest.® Reserved forests are the most
restricted category, with the government enjoying proprietary
rights over them and most uses of the forest by locals being
prohibited unless specifically permitted.9 The government has
ownership rights over protected forests too, but most uses by
locals are allowed unless prohibited.10 Village forests, on the
other hand, are those reserved forests where the government
assigned the local community powers to manage the forest.”

In the name of creating Reserved or Protected Forests for
imperial purposes, the British government summarily evicted
or relocated forest-dwelling communities from their habitats
without their consent or compensation, and suppressed
their traditional cultivation practices. The Act also enabled
the government to take away the customary rights of forest-
dwellers to use and manage the forests (as forests) surrounding
their settlements. For instance, reservation of forests without
recognizing Adivasi settlements or cultivation was documented
for Jhabua District of western Madhya Pradesh.”? In fact, the
Madhya Pradesh Forest Department itself acknowledges this
historic form of injustice in categorical terms. In a note presented
at the Geo-Spatial World Forum 201, the Madhya Pradesh
Forest Department explained the impact of the Indian Forest Act
on the tribal communities in the following words -



“When Britishers started consolidating colony’s forests, to feed
precious timber to their shipbuilding and railroad industry,
without caring for the rights of the forest-dwelling tribes, there
were rebellions.... This forced them to bring the Indian Forest Act
of 1927 having provisions for notifying their intention to reserve
certain forest areas and to seek claims of forest dwellers on

any land included therein. ... But due to the barrier of language,

lack of literacy, hand-to-mouth existence, cumbersome and

expensive legal system and colonial interests, colossal injustice

prevailed in the process which adversely affected the lives of

forest dwellers. The plight of the forest dwellers continued even

after independence as the Indian Forest Act is still in force.”

(Emphasis supplied)

Forestry in Independent India:
Invisibilizing people and its impact

The government's exclusionary approach to forests
continued in independent India. Although the colonial Indian
Forest Acts of 1878 and 1927 laid down elaborate procedures
for notification and acquiring lands as Protected or Reserved
Forests, including the recognition and settlement of pre-existing
habitation, cultivation or forest use and ownership rights. In
reality, the procedures were violated by both the colonial and
the post-independence authorities. The inherent bias of the law
towards appropriating forest resources for the state, the strong
bias against continuance of access and use of forest resources
by the indigenous communities, and the complete disregard
for procedures laid down in the law were at the root of these
injustices.

Forests were, therefore, often designated arbitrarily,
regardless of whether they actually fit the definition of a forest.
In addition to actual forests and large areas of tree plantations
or woodlots, the designation encompassed common lands,
agricultural and pastoral areas, grasslands, wetlands, streams,
rivers, lakes, coastlines, mangroves, arid and semi-arid regions
of Western Rajasthan, the saline desert of Kutch in Gujarat, the
Himalayan cold desert and high-altitude pastures. Even forest
lands that are repurposed for non-forest uses, such as mining,
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hydropower projects, industrial estates, townships, highways,
and airports, remain listed as ‘forests’ in government records."

The Indian government thus, continued notifying large tracts
of government owned, private, zamindari or princely forests as
Reserved or Protected Forests without adequately enquiring
into the presence of forest-dwellers and their cultivations or
customary forest use rights of tenants as required by the IFA,
1927.° In some instances, even revenue department lands were
notified as Protected/Reserved Forest in the absence of a
proper survey and settlement.'® For instance, a notification of a
Protected Forest from Jharkhand (erstwhile Bihar state) in 1955
explicitly stated that -

“the nature and extent of rights of private persons in or over the
forest lands have not yet been enquired into and recorded...such
enquiry will occupy lengths of time as to endanger the rights of

Government”

This incomplete or faulty settlement of forest boundaries
and land rights meant that in many states, with the status of
land being unclear, the Revenue Departments have routinely
encouraged new cultivation in ‘their’ lands and granted ‘pattas’
(land titles) on such lands while they were also being claimed as
‘forest land’ by the Forest Departments. Consequently, these
patta-holders were deemed to be ‘encroachers’ by the Forest
Departments. This has led to a peculiar land tenure problem
called the orange areas dispute in states like Madhya Pradesh
and Chhattisgarh. Anil Garg in his publication “Orange Areas:
Examining the Origin and Status”, 2005, explains the Orange Area
conflict in Madhya Pradesh and its impact:

“The Orange Area amounting to 12,274 sq.km. land is disputed
and claimed by both the Revenue and the Forest Departments.
As a result of its ambiguous status, thousands of tribals have
lost their homes and lands since 1958. On the whole, the Forest
Department has been tardy in completing the de-notification
proceedings as per section 34 A of the Indian Forest Act, 1927 and
the Revenue Department has been lazy in updating its records

pertaining to the transfer and retransfer of the said land..”.



As per latest India State of Forest Report (ISFR) 2021, around
713,789 sq km or 21.71% is the total forest cover'? of the cou ntry.20
The recorded forest area?' is a bit more, 7,75,288 sq km or 23.58%
consisting of 4,42,276 sq km reserved forests (57.05%), 2,12,259
sq km protected forests (27.37%) and 1,20,753 sq km unclassed
forests (15.58%).22 The unclassed forests are largely community
forests, for instance most forests in the north-east are owned by

the local communities.23

The Wild Life

(Protection) Act, 1972:
Intensifying the displacement
of forest dwelling communities

Continuing the colonial legacy of restricting rights of
people in the garb of ‘conservation’, the enactment of the Wild
Life (Protection) Act, 1972 (WLPA, 1972), further aggravated
the distancing of forest dwellers from their land. While the Act
banned hunting of wild animals (with only a few exceptions),
and provided a legal framework for the protection of various
species of wild animals and plants; it also marked the beginning
of a more centralised control over forests which were till now
under the control of the state governments. The Act provided
for the creation of protected areas within the forests by creating
national parks and sanctuaries which further displaced and
criminalised the forest dwelling communities. As per the latest
data, there are 106 National Parks and 573 Wildlife Sanctuaries in
India currently.24

The WLPA, 1972 provides for the procedure through which
State Governments can notify forests as Sanctuaries (Section 18)
or National Parks (Section 35) and the procedure for acquisition
and settlement of rights by the Collector, of any person in the land
being notified as a Sanctuary or a National Park (Sections 18-26A
and 35). In general, once the claims of affected people are finally
settled, no rights are permissible in the national parks and only
rights that are expressly permitted are allowed in sanctuaries,
which have also declined over the years.25 The WLPA, 1972,
however, provides that till the rights are finally settled, the State
Government shall make alternative arrangements required for

19
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making available fuel, fodder and other forest produce to the
persons affected.’® In case the Collector admits the claim of
an affected person, he may exclude such land from the limits of
the Sanctuary, allow the continuation of any right of the person
or may proceed to acquire such land or rights from the person
affected on payment of such compensation as per the provisions
of the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013 (LARR,
2013).%7

The procedures of rights recognition and settlement process
laid down in the WLPA 1972 have largely not been complied with
leading to illegal eviction and relocation of more than 600,000
forest dwellers.”® In most cases, the first notification of the
Protected Area by the State Governments has been treated as the
final notification without settling the rights of the communities
residing in these areas.

The WLPA, 1972 was amended in 2002 which introduced the
concept of conservation reserves on government lands which
act as buffer zones between national parks and sanctuaries,29
and community reserves on private or community Iands,?’O as
protected areas. Since 2011, there has been a significant increase
in the designation of community reserves, particularly in the
Northeastern states of Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, Manipur,
and Meghalaya, which account for approximately 204 out of
the 214 community reserves nationwide. Notably, vast stretches
of forest in these states were traditionally managed by local
communities and remained outside the jurisdiction of the forest
department. However, once these forests are designated as
community reserves, governance shifts from local village councils
to the forest department. According to forest rights activists, this
transition disrupts the lives of local residents and is viewed as
a backdoor attempt by the forest department to assert control

over these regions.31

The 2006 amendments to the Wildlife Protection Act
(WLPA) of 1972 led to the establishment of the National Tiger
Conservation Authority (NTCA) to oversee the management and
protection of tiger reserves. Prior to this, tiger reserves operated
as an administrative category under Project Tiger, making them
vulnerable to arbitrary decisions by the forest bureaucracy.
The amendment formalized the process for notifying tiger
reserves, requiring state governments to do so on the NTCA's
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recommendation, based on “scientific and objective criteria.”
Importantly, it mandated that this process must not infringe
upon the rights of Scheduled Tribes and other forest dwellers
and required consultations with Gram Sabhas and expert

committees.32

(Conservation) Act, 1980:”
Forest diversions &

displacements

The 42nd Amendment to the Constitution in 1976 transferred
the subject of forests and wildlife from the State List to the
Concurrent List, making control of forests more centralised. It
was argued that such a step was necessary to rein in the State
Governments who were mindlessly diverting forests for non-
forest purposes. The environment ministry had estimated that
between 1950 and 1980 around 45,000 sq km of forests were
diverted by the States for agriculture, infrastructure, mines,

dams, etc.?*

It was in this context that the Forest (Conservation) Act,
1980, now known as the Van (Sanrakshan Evam Samvardhan)
Adhiniyam, 1980 (VSESA,1980) was enacted as aregulatoryregime
for forest diversion for non-forest purposes in order to balance
conservation needs and judicious use of forests to serve the
national interests, primarily development and infrastructure. The
VSESA 1980, made it compulsory for States to take the Centre's
permission before diverting forest land for non-forest purposes,
including those from protected areas.>® While post-1980, the
forest diversion for non-forestry purposes declined, the diversion
continued, being justified in the name of national interest. As a
result, the rejection of proposals for forest clearance is extremely
rare. According to an analysis, less than one per cent of proposals
for forest clearance were turned down by the MoEFCC between
2014 and 2020. The analysis indicates a significant increase in the
rate of environmental clearances specifically for forest-related
proposals since 2014. Government data shows that from 1975 to
2014, 84.68 percent of proposals submitted to the MoEFCC were
either approved or pending approval. However, between 2014 and

21



2020, this figure rose to 99.3 perc:ent.36 Therefore, rather than
conducting a thorough evaluation that considers the ecological
costs and benefits, as required by the National Forest Policy of
1988, forests are still being diverted in a careless, hurried, and
negligent manner.

Since the enactment of VSESA, in 1980, forest communities
across the country have been protesting against the diversion of
forests as it led to the displacement of millions and threats to
their livelihoods. Conservationists and environmentalists have
also opposed these VSESA-based forest diversions, leading
to numerous court cases to protect forests and prevent unjust
displacements.

T.N. Godavarman Case:
A misadventure leading
to more displacements

A Public Interest Litigation (PIL) filed in the Supreme Court
in 1995, known as the T.N. Godavarman Thirumulkpad vs Union
Of India & Ors.,37 regarding large-scale illegal timber felling in
the Nilgiris, Tamil Nadu led to a series of decisions that restricted
the rights of tribal communities residing in forests.

In 1996, the Supreme Court expounded the definition of
“forest land” in Section 2(1) of the VSESA, 1980, to include not
only areas traditionally understood as forests but also any
land recorded as forest in government records, regardless of
ownership.3® Before this ruling, the VSESA, 1980 applied to “any
reserved forest” and “any forest land” regardless of legal status,
but was primarily enforced for forests designated under the IFA,
1927, and similar state laws. To oversee forest diversions approved
under the VSESA, 1980 by state and union governments, the
Supreme Court established the Central Empowered Committee
(CEC).3? It was expected that the CEC would restrain the state
and central governments, which were often accused of favouring
forest diversion for “development” over conservation. However,
the process for forest clearance was streamlined to expedite
approvals, mostly favouring diversion. The Supreme Court also
directed state governments to form expert committees within



one month to identify areas considered “forests”—regardless
of legal status, ownership, or notification—and areas that were
previously forests but have since been degraded or cleared, as
well as pIantations.40 These committees were expected to submit
their reports within a month, but this has not been completed

even after nearly three decades. 4

In early 2002, responding to intervention applications
in the Godavarman case, the Supreme Court inquired about
the steps taken by states to clear forest encroachments.*?
Taking advantage of the court's directive not to regularise
encroachments without its permission, the Central Government
ordered state governments to evict “all ineligible encroachers and
post-1980 encroachers”*> This led to the removal of thousands of
people from 1.5 lakh hectares within just 18 months. The eviction
drive sparked a nationwide struggle, eventually leading to the
enactment of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest

Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA).**

Forest Rights Act:
Vesting rights in forest
communities

The Preamble of the Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional
Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA
2006), acknowledges the historical injustice faced by forest
dwellers. It notes that the forest rights of these communities on
theirancestral lands and habitats were not adequately recognized
during the consolidation of state forests, both in the colonial
period and in independent India. This lack of recognition resulted
in significant injustice to the forest-dwelling Scheduled Tribes
and other traditional forest dwellers (STs and OTFDs), who are
vital to the survival and sustainability of forest ecosystems. The
FRA 2006 aims to address these injustices by recognizing and
vesting forest rights and land occupation to forest-dwelling STs
and OTFDs who have lived in these forests before 13th December
2005.%° It also seeks to address the longstanding insecurity of
tenure and access rights for these communities, including those
displaced by state development projects.
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The FRA 2006 adopts the Supreme Court’s 1996 definition
of “forest land,” which includes any type of land within a forest
area, such as unclassified forests, un-demarcated forests,
existing or deemed forests, protected forests, reserved forests,
sanctuaries, and national parks.46 It recognizes all customary and
traditional forest rights—both individual and community—on
all types of forest land, including those within Tiger Reserves.”
The FRA 2006 mandates that the Gram Sabha democratically
determine and demarcate the forest rights vested within their

local jurisdiction.48

FRA 2006 broadly recognizes both Community Forest Rights
(CFR) and Individual Forest Rights (IFR) including rights to land,
water bodies, and access to forest resources for communities
that are dependent on forests for bona fide livelihood needs. This
helps in securing the tenure and livelihoods of forest-dependent
communitiesThe Act also recognizes the community’s right
to conserve or protect forest resources that they have been
traditionally protecting, and gives access to biodiversity and
traditional knowledge.49 FRA 2006 also mandates that there
shall be no eviction or displacement of any STs and OTFDs
from forest land under their occupation till the recognition and
verification procedure is complete under this Act.® It further
provides safeguards against displacement of STs and OTFDs, who
occupied forest land before 13th December, 2005 and provides
the right to in-situ rehabilitation including alternative land where
they have been illegally evicted or displaced from forest land
of any description without receiving their legal entitlement to

rehabilitation.”’

Gram Sabhas play a central role in the implementation of the
Act. No project of the government or a private entity in the forest
can be implemented without the approval of the Gram Sabha
which is constituted by all adult population in a village. They
are involved in the identification of beneficiaries, verification
of claims, and overall decision-making related to forest rights.
This strengthens local governance and ensures grassroots

participation in decision-making.52



Niyamgiri case: Role of Gram Sabha empowered by FRA 2006

The most notable example of the FRA
2006 being used to protect forests from the
VSESA 1980 is the Niyamgiri case”” in Odisha
where the primacy of the Gram Sabha in
safeguarding the customary and religious
rights of STs and OTFDs was reiterated by
the Supreme Court. In 2013, the Supreme
Court upheld the obligation of Grama Sabhas
functioning under the FRA 2006 to safeguard
and preserve the traditions and customs of
the STs and OTFDs, their cultural identity,

community resources etc., and directed the

Gram Sabhas of the Dongaria Kondh and Kutia
Kandha adivasis to consider the proposed
diversion of 660.749 hectares of forest land for
bauxite mining by Odisha Mining Corporation
Ltd. This proposal had previously received final
forest clearance under the VSESA 1980, which
had been revoked by the MoEF, leading to the
court case. After the Supreme Court’s judgment
in April 2013, the Gram Sabhas refused to give
their consent, leading to the cancellation of the
forest clearance and the preservation of the

Niyamgiri forests.

‘Critical Wildlife Habitat’
(CWH) under FRA 2006

Further, FRA 2006 also introduced the concept of ‘Critical
Wildlife Habitat’ (CWH), a new category within the protected
area framework. CWHs are designated areas that must be
kept inviolate for wildlife conservation, meaning areas that
should be protected from being harmed, violated, damaged or
degraded in any manner.”? It does not mean areas that should
be free from human habitation or denial of access. FRA 2006
mandates that Expert Committees on the basis of scientific and
objective criteria®® establishes “that the activities or impact of
the presence of holders of rights upon wild animals is sufficient
to cause irreversible damage and threaten the existence of
said species and their habitat” and “the State Government has
concluded that other reasonable options, such as, co-existence

are not available.”>®

25



26

Further, FRA 2006 provides for certain safeguards for
protection of the forest rights of the forest rights holders in the
CWHsofNationalParksandSanctuaries,whentheirrightsareeither
to be modified or resettled for the purposes of creating inviolate
areas for wildlife conservation. No exercise for modification
of the rights of the forest dwellers or their resettlement from
the National Parks and Sanctuaries can be undertaken, unless
their rights have been recognized and vested under FRA 2006,
a resettlement or alternatives package has been prepared and
communicated that provides a secure livelihood for the affected
individuals and communities and fulfils other requirements of
such affected individuals and communities as per the provisions
of The Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land
Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013 (LARR
2013) and the free informed consent of the Gram Sabhas to the
proposed resettlement and to the package has been obtained in
writing.57

Further, once a CWH is designated and forest dwellers are
resettled as per the process detailed above, these areas cannot
be later diverted for non-forest purposes under the VSESA, 1980.
This makes CWHs unique as the only forest category legally
protected from being repurposed for non-forest activities.”®
The MoEFCC, responsible for identifying and notifying CWHs,
drafted guidelines in 2007 and 2011 which were withdrawn
amidst opposition from forest rights groups. MoEFCC finally
issued CWH guidelines in January 2018, which were directly sent
to the states ‘for action’ without soliciting public comments.”®
These guidelines are violative of FRA 2006 provisions as it
appears to have substituted the free and informed consent of the
gram sabha, about the resettlement and the package, in writing
(required under Rule 4(1)(e) of FRA 2006) with a public hearing
of all stakeholders. The guidelines mandate the formation of an
expert committee, including a representative from the Ministry
of Tribal Affairs (MoTA), to conduct extensive and transparent
consultations with all stakeholders following the issuance of a
public notice. The proceedings of these consultations must be
documented, with particular attention to recording objections
and their underlying reasons. However, the guidelines do not
provide any mechanism for addressing the objections raised
during these consultations.®® MoEFCC has neither notified any
CWH nor has the Ministry of Tribal Affairs (MOTA) completed the
process of recognition and vesting of forest rights under the FRA
2006.°'



Status of Forest Rights Claims
and dismal implementation of

FRA 2006

More than fifteen years since FRA 2006 became operational,
itsimplementation has been largely dismal. Claims for community
forest rights have largely been overlooked and multiple studies
assessing the impact of the FRA 2006 have attributed its poor
implementation to several factors, including an absence of
political will at state and national levels, lack of effort to build
capacity at all levels and diversion of community forest resources
for conservation and development projects, without the consent
of the gram sabhas, and without settling the claims under FRA
2006.°2

There also seems to be some confusion between lack of
clarity as to whether the Community claim refers to Community
Forest Resource of the Forest Rights Rules or claim for Community
Rights. Community Forest Resources refer to the area within the
traditional or customary boundaries of a village or the seasonal
landscape traditionally accessed by the community. This area is
traditionally protected, regenerated, conserved, and managed
by the community for sustainable use. Thus, Community Forest
Resource Rights are granted to Gram Sabha and not toindividuals.
Community rights, on the other hand, include specific rights such
as Nistar rights over minor forest produce, grazing, fishing, and
traditional resource access for nomadic and pastoralists.63

On February 13, 2019, in a matter pertaining to the
constitutionality of FRA 2006, the Supreme Court of India
directed the states to evict those FRA claimants whose Individual
Forest Rights (IFR) claims were rejected by July 2019. With regard
to Madhya Pradesh specifically, the court observed that “426105
claims have been filed by STs and 153306 claims have been filed
by OTFDs. Out of the above, 204123 claims of STs and 150664
claims of OTFDs have been rejected.”. It asked the state why “after
the rejection of the claims, which have attained finality, eviction
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has not been made” and directed it to “ensure that where the
rejection orders have been passed, eviction will be carried out on

or before the next date of hearing.” 64

After a huge outcry following the order, which would have
led to eviction of around 10 Lakh people, the Ministry of Tribal
Affairs Affairs (MoTA) filed an application before the Court
for modification of its order. The application stated that the
procedure adopted for the rejection of FRA claims had not been
strictly adhered to and hence, the eviction order was put on hold
by the Supreme Court on February 28, 2019. Studies have also
shown that FRA claims have been rejected nationwide in violation
of FRA 2006 provisions including not providing the claimant a
reasonable opportunity to present their case and rejection orders
not being communicated to the claimants thus taking away the
opportunity to file appeals against the rejection orders within the
stipulated time period provided under the FRA 2006.%°

Afforestation as way of
displacing tribals

Under the VSESA 1980, whenever forest land is converted
to non-forest land use for residential, commercial, mining and
industrial purposes, an equivalent area of non-forest land or
twice in extent of the area being diverted in case of degraded
forest has to be taken up for compensatory afforestation.

In its order in TN Godhavarman, Supreme Court observed
that lot of funds received by states for compensatory
afforestation remain un(der)utilised and directed the setting up of
a compensatory afforestation fund in which all the contributions
towards compensatory afforestation and Net Present Value
(NPV) of land had to be deposited.?® However, the Comptroller
and Auditor General (CAG) in a 2013 report on compensatory
afforestation revealed that there exists “serious shortcomings in
regulatory issues related to diversion of forest land, the abject
failure to promote compensatory afforestation, the unauthorised
diversion of forest land in the case of mining and the attendant



violation of the environmental regime.”67 Besides, the erstwhile
Compensatory Afforestation Fund Act, 2016 (CAMPA 2016) had
many shortcomings including, abysmally low rates of actual
afforestation efforts on the ground, while the funds received
were invested in a non-transparent and arbitrary manner.
Besides, in many cases of forest diversion as well as identification
and takeover of land for compensatory afforestation, vesting of
rights under FRA 2006 or taking the consent of the gram sabha,
as mandated by the August 2009 circular of the MoEFcC.%8

The Compensatory Afforestation Fund Act, 2016 (CAMPA
2016) was passed to manage the funds collected forcompensatory
afforestation which till then was managed by ad hoc CAMPA.The
structure of funding and implementation under the Act is entirely
opposed to the structure of forest governance established by the
FRA.UndertheActthe forest bureaucracy dominatesthe National
and State level CAMPA Authorities with no representation to
tribal and forest dwelling communities.®® Like the predecessor
compensatory afforestation statutory measures, even cAMPA
2016 does not mandate seeking the consent of gram sabhas over
compensatory afforestation measures, and hence facilitates the
deprivation of the forest dwellers and tribals of their livelihoods
and land.

A report, “Impact of Compensatory Afforestation on Land
& Forest Rights: Interim Report” released on 14 November 2017
stated that plantations carried out under CAMPAn 10 states were
in violation of the VSESA, 1980 and the FRA 2006. It stated, “An
analysis of 2479 CA (Compensatory Afforestation) plantations in
10 states downloaded from the e-Green Watch website of the
MoEFCC shows that over 70 per cent of these plantations have
been set up on forest lands instead of non-forest lands!” The
Community Forest Rights- Learning and Advocacy (CFR-LA), a
forestrights group, during their study, also found instances where
plantations under CAMPA were set up on land either claimed or
given to individuals or communities under the FRA.”C

A 2016 report auditing the implementation of the FRA
after 10 years of its coming into force states that “numerous
conflicts have emerged due to forced plantations, particularly
on shifting cultivation lands of PVTGs in Odisha and Telangana.
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These include areas where forest rights under FRA have been
recognized and those where such recognition is still pending.
MoEFCC, through the state Forest Departments, continues to
promote afforestation on lands used traditionally for shifting
cultivation through Central policies like the National Mission for
GreenIndia, MGNREGA and CAMPA. Such plantations are carried
out without the consent of the local communities and lead to
food insecurity, distress migration, physical displacement, loss
of agricultural biodiversity and traditional knowledge of the

local communities! "’

Forest (Conservation)
Amendment Act, 2023

The Forest (Conservation) Amendment Act, 2023 (FCA 2023)
seeks to dilute the expanded definition given to forest by the
Supreme Court in Godavarman case, increasing swathes of land
that can be diverted to non-forestry purposes. The amendment
has specifically narrowed the Act's coverage to two types of
lands (a) Areas officially declared or notified as forests under the
IFA, 1927 or any other relevant legislation and (b) Lands not falling
under the first category but recorded as forests in government
records since October 25, 1980.”% The States have been given one
year to prepare a consolidated list of such forests under the Van
(Sanrakshan Evam Samvardhan) Rules, 2023. This is problematic
as huge tracts of forest land which were recorded as ‘forest’ after
abolishing of Zamindari system and could not be notified as
forest under the IFA, 1927 due to administrative reasons, are now
exempt from the purview of VSESA, 1980.

Further, FCA 2023 exempts certain categories of land from
being covered under the provisions of VSESA, 1980. These include
forest lands alongside rail line or public road providing access
to a habitation, a rail and roadside amenity up to 0.10 ha; area
under tree plantations that are not part of the Recorded Forest
Area; forest land within 100 kms of the international border or
Line of Control for projects designated as projects of national
importance or linear projects; and upto 10 ha for security related
infrastructure; and defence related projects or camps for
paramilitary forces or public utility projects not exceeding five ha
in a Left Wing Extremism (LWE) affected area. For these, land use



can be changed from forest to non- forest without following the
detailed forest clearance process laid down under the FCA. Even
compensatory afforestation would not be required to be carried

out in these cases.”®

The FCA 2023 amendment is an attempt by the government
to implant a fast-paced externally induced economic growth in
the forests riding roughshod on forests and forest dwellers. It
is in line with the government’s attempt to have contradictory
and conflicting takes on environmental concerns to suit its own
interest. Perhaps an example would bring out better the duality
of the government’s view on forest and conservation. In the
India State of Forest Report (ISFR 2021), the biennial national
forest cover report published by the Forest Survey of India, even
plantations on the road, rubber, coffee or tea plantations and
even patches of trees have been included as forest cover.”* This
has been done to satisfy domestic policy, offset international
climate change targets and comply with the Supreme Court’s
jurisprudence laid down in T.N. Godavarman Thirumulkpad vs
Union Of India & Ors. batch of decisions. While on the other hand
FCA 2023 has exempted large swathes of forest land (28% of the
Country's forest cover is outside the recorded forest area as per
the Survey and hence, will be exempted) from the purview of
legal protection to promote exclusionary industrial and business
interests.
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Project Tiger was launched in 1973 with 9 tiger reserves
covering an area of 16,339 sq. km with a population of 268 tigers.75
Over the last five decades, this number has now increased to 28
Tiger Reserves, encompassing 37,761 sg. km of land in 17 States or
just over 1.14% of the total geographic area of the country, with an
estimated population of 1,498 tigers.

MAP SHOWING LOCATIONS
OF TIGER RESERVES IN INDIA
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In 2023, India celebrated 50 years of Project Tiger with the
achievement of crossing 3,000 and doubling the figures in a
decade along with boastful inhabitants of 70% of the world’s
tiger population.77 Conservationists across the globe cheered
and celebrated this achievement. and India’s success story on
tiger conservation was applauded and reported globally.

The Fortress
Conservation Model

Tiger conservation in India by establishing numerous tiger
reserves, has historically followed an exclusionary model, also
referred to as the ‘Fortress Conservation Model’- that is, a model
that seeks to protect natural resources by drawing a strict
boundary around them and excluding human activity,78 This
model is rooted in the colonial practice of creating protected
areas by fencing off forests, without considering the rights and
livelihoods of the indigenous people who have coexisted with
these ecosystems for generations. The creation of these reserves
often involved displacing local communities, branding them as
'encroachers’, and denying them access to the very land and
forests they had protected for centuries.

The exclusionary nature of conservation policies in India is
evident in the expansion of tiger reserves into areas traditionally
inhabited by adivasis. Most of these areas are located in Fifth
Scheduleregions i.e. areas scheduled under the Fifth Schedule to
the Indian Constitution, which were constitutionally designated
to protect the rights of indigenous communities. In fact, in its
landmark report titled ‘Joining the Dots' the Tiger Task Force
emphasised on this overlap and notes that,

“the 150 poorest districts of India; the fact that these are also

constitutionally designated Schedule V areas (areas primarily

inhabited by tribals); and the fact that these are prime “tiger

districts”
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The Map in the report depicting this overlap is reproduced below:

TIGERS AND PEOPLE:
THE COEXISTENCE CONUNDRUM

Source: Projrct Tiger directorate




Thus, despite the progress made by the Provisions of the
Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled Areas) Act, 1996 (PESA) and
the FRA 2006, the expansion of tiger reserves has systematically
encroached upon the lands of adivasis and forest-dwelling
communities- through a process of criminalization and exclusion
of these communities from decision-making.

On one hand, the forest bureaucracy in both the pre and
post-colonial periods allowed game laws which allowed the
killing of animals leading to the extinction of several species
(including full or near extinction of big cats like Asiatic Cheetahs
and Tigers). On the other hand, the Forest Department was given
the responsibility of demarcating, managing and conserving
forests. The indigenous people or natural conservationists who led
several struggles against various outsiders including kingdoms
and colonisers who exploited forests or threatened wildlife, are
today facing the worst form of alienation and displacement,
despite constitutional protections and safeguards they created
for themselves through centuries of struggle.

Beyond the Number Game:
A Critical Assessment of
Project Tiger

The tiger has a deep-rooted history of coexistence with
humans in India, woven into the fabric of folklore and mythology
across the country’s diverse cultures and regions. These majestic
creatures have long been central to many stories, but their
relationship with humans has also been marked by conflict. Over
80,000 tigers were killed between 1875 and 1925.2° At the dawn
of the 20th century, India’s tiger population was estimated to be
40,000.8] By the tiger census conducted in 1972, this number had
plummeted to 1,827 tigers.82 Colonial policies, such as game laws
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and “Big Game Hunting,” along with rampant poaching, rapid
deforestation, and the expansion of agriculture and construction,
were major factors in this dramatic decline. The introduction
of forest bureaucracy under the colonial regime, including
the IFA 1927, was ostensibly aimed at forest conservation and
management. However, these efforts often protected animals
such as elephants, who were seen as supporting the forest
economy, and aimed at hunting of big cats, who were seen as

detrimental to this economy.83

In fact, during the colonial period, forest bureaucracy actively
organised and participated in the hunting and killing of tigers and
other large mammals. For the British, the tiger symbolised India
itself, and their brutal treatment of the animal reflected their
imperial domination of the subcontinent. Tigers were hunted
using various cruel methods—buffalo calves were used as bait,
tigers were shot from tall hides known as machans, or from
howdahs atop elephants, surrounded by large entourages of
elephants and beaters. Tigers were killed while mating, resting in
theirlairs, or even portrayed as dangerous man-eaters, reinforcing
a narrative that justified their slaughter.84 Unfortunately, after
independence, India’s forest bureaucracy continued colonial-era
practices, including permitting the hunting of tigers and other
wildlife species. Colonial laws like the Wild Birds and Animals
Protection Act of 1912 and the Bengal Rhino Preservation Act of
1932 remained in effect but offered little protection, as hunting
rights and licences were still readily granted by the government.’g5
Ironically, when India enacted the WLPA in 1972, which explicitly
banned the hunting of wild animals, the task of protecting big
cats was assigned to the same authorities who had previously
been issuing hunting licences, contributing to the animals’ near
extinction.

Project Tiger emerged as part of the broader process of
undermining the inalienable rights of indigenous communities
neatly garbed as a conservation model. Launched in 1973 by the
MoEFCC, Government of India, the initiative aimed to safeguard
tigers and their ecosystems by creating a new administrative
category within the existing National Parks and Wild Life
Sanctuaries under the WLPA 1972. Under this scheme, specific
areas were designated as tigerreserves, managed and maintained
underthe Project Tiger framework, often sidelining the traditional



rights and roles of local forest-dwelling communities. Later in
2006, Chapter IVB was added to WLPA, 1972 which set up the
National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA), a statutory body to
supervise Project Tiger and other conservation efforts. The 2006
amendment empowered the state governments to notify tiger
reserves on recommendations of the NTCA by identifying core
or Critical Tiger Habitat (CTHs) and Buffer Zone areas in National
Parks and sanctuaries.2® This change elevated Tiger Reserves
from an administrative category to a statutory one under the
WLPA, 1972. This shift had significant implications for the rights
of forest dwellers and introduced legal consequences stemming
from the notification of Tiger Reserves, including the application
of criminal law provisions for violations. Today, CTHs cover an
area of 42,913.37sq km or 26% of the region under National Parks

and Wildlife Sanctuaries.?’

In 2023, India celebrated 50 years of Project Tiger, achieving
the milestone of surpassing 3,000 tigers, doubling the population
within a decade, and housing 70% of the world’s tiger population.
Ironically, this was also the year India recorded its highest tiger
mortality rate, with 173 deaths in a single year, a fact that received
little attention.®® Media coverage largely focused on the rise
in tiger numbers, giving the impression that the entire 50-year
period was a success. However, the population growth of tigers
is a relatively recent trend and overlooks the increasing deaths
of both tigers and humans. The celebration of this achievement
has obscured the project's failures over most of these five
decades, diverting attention from the need for a systematic,
scientific evaluation of 50 years of unscientific, undemocratic,
and sometimes unlawful conservation practices.

A key question arises: is reaching 3,000 tigers truly worth
celebrating? Fromthe perspective of saving tigersfromextinction,
especially in the last decade with improved monitoring and
scientific methods like translocation, the achievement is notable.
However, when compared to the estimated 40,000 tigers a
century ago, alongside the immense financial, ecological, and
human costs borne by forest-dwelling communities, it becomes
necessary to critically reflect and reassess our conservation
policies.

43



Timeline for Project Tiger & displacement
of forest dwelling communities

WLPA 1972 enacted by the Indian Parliament with the aim of
protection and conservation of wildlife and its habitat.

Project Tiger was initiated by the Government of India as an
administrative scheme for tiger conservation and under which
9 Tiger Reserves were notified initially.

The initial nine Tiger Reserves covering an area of 9,115 km2
increased to 15 Tiger Reserves covering an area of 24,700 km?2

The Panchayats Extension to Scheduled Areas (PESA) Act
of 1996 is a law that gives special powers to Gram Sabhas in
Scheduled Areas, particularly for managing natural resources.
The PESA Act was enacted to ensure that tribal communities in
India have a greater degree of self-governance and to extend
the provisions of Part IX of the Constitution to the Scheduled
Areas

The number of Tiger Reserves increased to 23
encompassing an area of 33,000 km2

Reports on extinction of tigers in several tiger reserves,
including Sariska Tiger Reserve.

Tiger Task Force was constituted which came up with
the report “Joining the Dots”, which critically examined
India’s tiger conservation strategies.



The tiger population in India hit a record low of just 1,411 tigers.
The Wildlife Protection Amendment Act, 2006 came into force
constituting the NTCA making Tiger Reserves a statutory
category under the WLPA, 1972.

FRA 2006 was passed by the Indian parliament on 18th
January 2006 but became operational only in 2008 with the
promulgation of rules under the Act.

A cheetah reintroduction workshop was organized by the
Government of India with scientists and experts from Wildlife
Institute of India and Cheetah Conversation Fund among
others. In late 2009, as a part of Project Cheetah, the MOEF
approved a detailed survey of seven potential reintroduction
sites and three holding sites for captive breeding across four
states Rajasthan, Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh.

57,386 families in CTHs, of whom 42,398 families remain in 50

Tiger Reserves after relocating 14,441 families.®”

The figure of the displaced rose to 18,493 families in 215 villages.9

The Union Minister of Environment stated that African
cheetahs would be reintroduced from Namibia to Kuno
Wildlife Sanctuary and that the Indian Government was also
attempting to translocate another 12 cheetahs from South

Africa91

50 Years of Project Tiger - India’s tigers have more than doubled
since 2006, reaching 3000.

The highest number of Tiger Mortality in a single year - 270
Tiger Deaths.

89,800 families from 848 villages, mostly belonging to the
Adivasi community are to be summarily relocated fromm CTHs
or the core area of 54 Tiger Reserves.

NTCA directed all 19 tiger-bearing states on June 19, 2024, to
relocate them on a ‘priority basis’, calling for action plans and

92
regular progress reports
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Unscientific and
Undemocratic approach
to tiger conservation

The Forest Department, both under British rule and in post-
independence India, not only failed to protect wildlife but also
often facilitated a developmental regime that led to widespread
deforestation, displacement of indigenous communities, and the
destruction of natural ecosystems. The Sariska Debacle of 2004,
where an entire tiger population was wiped out due to poaching,
serves as a stark reminder of the Forest Department’s landmark
shortcomings apart from the ongoing challenges in wildlife
conservation and dealing with accentuating the problem of
man-animal conflict. Similarly, five tiger reserves with zero tigers
had received a “good” rating from the Wildlife Institute of India.”®

The Tiger Task Force Report titled “Joining the Dots,”
published in 2005, critically examined India’s tiger conservation
strategies, particularly in light of the crisis at the Sariska Tiger
Reserve along with other reserves, where the entire tiger
population was wiped out.? The report marked a turning point
by questioning the prevailing unscientific and anti-people
approaches to conservation, offering a more integrated and
inclusive perspective. Some of the key findings questioned the
conservation and forest management policies. For instance, the
report underlined major scientific failures in terms of :



Scientific failures as reflected in the
‘Tiger Task Force Report’

1.

Overemphasis on Numbers: The report highlighted the
heavy reliance on tiger population numbers as the sole
indicator of conservation success. It argued that this
narrow focus on counting tigers, often through methods
like pugmark tracking, overlooked broader ecological and

social factors essential for sustainable conservation.

2.

Neglect of Habitat and Prey Base: The Task Force
highlighted that scientific approaches often prioritised

tiger numbers without adequately addressing the health of
habitats or the availability of prey. This oversight, it argued,
weakened the overall ecosystem, making tiger populations

more vulnerable.

3.

Failure to Integrate Local Knowledge: The report criticised
the exclusion of indigenous and local knowledge systems
in conservation planning. It pointed out that scientific
approaches often disregarded the valuable insights and
sustainable practices of local communities, who had lived

in harmony with these ecosystems for centuries.
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Similarly, the report which was supposed to be a turning
point in India’s Conservation policy also did not mince words in
calling out its anti-people approach. This includes the following
observations:

Exclusionary Conservation

The Task Force strongly criticized the “fortress conservation”
model, which sought to protect tigers by excluding people from
protected areas. It argued that this approach was not only unjust
but also ineffective, as it alienated local communities who could
be valuable allies in conservation efforts.

Human Displacement

The report questioned the ethics and efficacy of displacing
indigenous and local communities from their ancestral lands in
the name of conservation. It highlighted the social and economic
hardships caused by such displacements, which often led to
increased poverty and conflict rather than better conservation
outcomes.

People as Partners, Not Threats

Thereportchallenged the prevailing narrative that framed people,
especially those living near tiger habitats, as threats to wildlife.
Instead, it emphasised the need to view these communities as
crucial partners in conservation, advocating for their involvement
in decision-making processes and management of tiger reserves.
The Report stated:

“The protection of the tiger is inseparable from the protection of
the forests it roams in. But the protection of these forests is itself
inseparable from the fortunes of people who, in India, inhabit

forest areas” 2>

The “Joining the Dots” report delved into the tiger vs. human
debate, questioning the rigid dichotomy that pitted wildlife
conservation against human welfare. The Task Force argued
that this false binary was detrimental to both tigers and people.
It stressed that long-term conservation success could only
be achieved by addressing the socio-economic needs of the
people living in and around tiger habitats. The report called for
a balanced strategy that would ensure the survival of both tigers
and the people who share their habitats.



Birth of NTCA
and FRA 2006

On 4th September 2006, within months of the submission of
the “Joining the Dots” Report by Tiger Task Force in 2005, to the
Prime Minister, the Wildlife Protection (Amendment) Act, 2006
(WPAA 2006) came into force, amending WLPA1972. This created
the NTCA which was entrusted to oversee the Tiger Reserves,
which were till then an administrative category under the Project
Tigerand thus were prone to the autocratic and arbitrary decision
making of the forest bureaucracy. The Amendment laid down the
process of notifying Tiger Reserves by the State Government
on recommendation of the NTCA.°® The State Government
prepares a Tiger Conservation Plan and notifies a core or Critical
Tiger Habitat (CTH) area of National Parks and sanctuaries, and a
buffer/peripheral area, based on ‘scientific and objective criteria’
and without affecting the rights of the Scheduled Tribes or such
other forest dwellers.”” As per the WLPA, 1972 while notifying
the CTHs, the State government has to take the consent of the
forest dwelling communities in that area, in consultation of
ecological experts that the impact of their presence in the area
will cause damage and threaten the existence of tigers,%and
that the State government ‘has come to a conclusion that other
reasonable options of co-existence, are not available’?® These
provisions emphasize the need to safeguard the rights of local
communities during the notification of Tiger Reserves and
ensure their involvement in the decision-making process. State
governments are required to “protect the agricultural, livelihood,
developmental, and other interests of people residing in tiger-
bearing forests or tiger reserves.” If resettlement or any impact
on their rights becomes necessary, it must be carried out with
the consent of the affected communities and accompanied by
an appropriate relief and rehabilitation package.
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These democratic and participatory processes and the
acknowledgementoftherights ofthe forestdwellingcommunities
in the Tiger Reserves was made possible as the Tiger amendment
was introduced in the Parliament just after the FRA 2006 was
introduced in 2005. However, the stark difference in the manner
in which these two pieces of legislations have been implemented
after being passed by the parliament, is very telling of the inherent
bias of the State towards the forest dwelling communities and
their role in conservation and the State’s enthusiasm in asserting
control over the land and its natural resources.

While the FRA 2006 came into force in December 2006, it
was stalled for a year and made operational by the notification
of its Rules in January 2008. On the other hand, while the WPAA
2006 came into force in September 2006, by November 2007 an
order had been passed to notify ‘Critical Tiger Habitats’ (CTHs)
within 10 days of the receipt of the order, through a process
stipulated in the Order, which was in violation of the WLPA 1972
provisions itself. Atotal of 31 Tiger Reserves were quickly notified,
covering 2,925,202 hectares, yet this process blatantly ignored
the statutory requirements of Section 38V of the WLPA 1972. In
many instances, the core and buffer areas were simply combined
and declared as Critical Tiger Habitat (CTH), without properly

designating a separate Buffer Area.'?°

Experts suggest that this haste shown by the Ministry may
be on two accounts - either the Ministry saw this as a way to
obfuscate the rights of the forest dwelling communities residing
within the CTHSs, as operationalising the FRA 2006 would have
vested the rights on forest land on the communities bringing an
end to the forest bureaucracy’s hegemony over Tiger Reserves.
The second reason suggests that perhaps the MoEFCC preferred
the notification of inviolate core areas for Tiger Reserves as
CTHs under the WLPA 1972 rather than ‘Critical Wildlife Habitats’
(CWHSs) under the FRA 2006 which are also inviolate areas of
National Parks and Sanctuaries.'®’ The reason for this preference
is that while the CWHSs notified under the FRA 2006 cannot be
diverted by the Central or State governments for any other use,
the CTHSs notified under WLPA 1972 have no such restrictions and
can be diverted for other uses.'%? Interestingly, in 2019 and 2020
the Standing Committee of the National Board for Wildlife (SC-
NBWL), which is headed by the Minister, MOEFCC, had approved
diversion of 325 hectares and 595 hectares respectively in prime



tiger habitats for infrastructural projects such as roads, railways,
pipelines, transmission lines etc. This number has increased to
770 hectares of tiger habitat being diverted by mid 2021.'9% This
is also evidenced by the many violations seen in Tiger Reserves
in the name of tourism, and industrial activity that have been

overlooked by the State.'%%

NTCA
Guidelines 2010

The NTCA Guidelines issued in 2010 for ‘voluntary village
relocation in notified core/critical tiger habitats of tiger
reserves’,'%° dilutes safeguards provided under WLPA, 1972 and
FRA 2006. It presumes that no coexistence is possible in the core
zones or CTHs and states that it has been established on the
basis of scientific knowledge that in the case of tigers, a certain
inviolate zone is required where co-existence is not possible. This
it assumes is enough to comply with the provisions of Section
4(2)(b) of FRA 2006 which necessitates that the concerned
agencies of the State Governments should establish in exercise
of their powers under WLPA 1972 that the activities and presence
of people can cause damage and threaten the existence of the
wildlife and Section 4(2)(c) of FRA 2006 which mandates that the
State Government has to conclude that other reasonable options
such as coexistence are not available, before modification or
resettlement. Further, the Guideline perpetuates an erroneous
understanding of ‘inviolate zones’ which are not meant to be
areas that should be free from human habitation or any activity,
but areas that should be protected from being harmed, violated,
damaged or degraded in any manner. The Clause 5.6 of the
guidelines provides for this in the following terms:

“It has been established on the basis of existing scientific
knowledge that an area of 800-1200 sq.km. of inviolate core/
critical habitat is required for a viable population of tiger.
Section 38V 4(i) of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, as amended
in 2006, specifically provides for establishing the core/critical
tiger habitats on the basis of scientific and objective criteria,

in consultation with an expert Committee, without affecting
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the rights of the Scheduled Tribes or such other forest dwellers.
Therefore, under section 4(2)(b) of the Scheduled Tribes and
Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights)
Act, 2006, the field authorities / Field Director of a Tiger Reserve
may identify the core/critical tiger habitat as per section 38V
4(i) of the Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972, using the criteria of 800-
1200 sq.km., which has to be notified by the State Government
in consultation with an expert Committee constituted for the
purpose. The latter takes into account the impact of biotic
disturbance on tiger resulting in man-tiger conflicts, besides
underlining the need for such minimal area of inviolate space

for tiger where no coexistence is possible.”

Under this guideline, two options are givenin the core area for
resettlement: cash of Rs. 10 Lakhs for those who opt to establish
themselves under mutually agreed terms and conditions; or
relocation/rehabilitation. As per the guideline relocation is
voluntary and done only if people are willing to move.

However, studies have shown that rights recognition is the
poorest in Tiger Reserves across the country.106 Official reports
indicate that 251 villages, comprising 25,007 families (around
M,000 forest dwellers), have been “voluntarily” relocated
under a limited compensation scheme. Both the environment
ministry and state governments, however, tend to restrict their
obligations to the guidelines set out in the 2008 “Project Tiger”
scheme and its later updates. The Union government provides
a compensation package as their share of Rs 15 lakh per family
(revised from Rs 10 lakh in April 2021) as either cash or a relocation
package, but this only partially addresses the issue of resettling
or compensating forest dwellers. The state governments bear
the remaining responsibility for relocation and resettlement.

The FRA 2006 requires recognition of the rights of forest
dwellers, which must be followed by fair acquisition of those
rights under the Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency
in Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013
(LARR 2013). The consent of affected communities is mandatory,
and the rehabilitation package must ensure a secure livelihood,
not just financial compensation. Adequate facilities must be
provided at relocation sites before any rights are affected.



The LARR 2013 stipulates fair compensation, including twice
the market value of the land, compensation for assets like trees and
plants, a subsistence allowance for a year, and financial assistance
forshifting. It also mandates provision ofland, housing, and essential
services at the relocation site, such as fuel, water, roads, schools,
healthcare, grazing land, and access to non-timber forest products.
Moreover, livelihood and resource rights in the resettlement area

must be safeguarded.107

As evidenced in Part B of this report, focusing on the Damoh
region of Madhya Pradesh, the creation and notification of new Tiger
Reserves have resulted in significant rights violations for forest-
dwelling communities. These communities have been subjected
to illegal evictions without the proper settlement of their rights, as
guaranteed under the FRA 2006 and the WLPA 1972.

On June 19, 2024, the NTCA instructed all tiger-bearing
states to relocate Adivasi communities, all of whose forest rights
recognised and vested under FRA 2006 are yet to be demarcated
and titles issued. This directive could result in the displacement of
approximately 90,000 families, or around 400,000 people, from
their forest land and habitats in the name of tiger conservation.'%® It
would mark one of the largest conservation-driven displacements
of Adivasi communities in the name of protecting the Tigers.
Although these displacements are officially labelled as ‘voluntary
relocations’, in reality, they are forced land alienation. For those
affected, who have been denied their rightful land ownership,
this process is deeply traumatic and tragic. The story of Munni
Dhandekar and her family depicts the plight of those who are falsely

portrayed as having voluntarily agreed to relocate.'?

As outlined in Chapters 1 and 2 of this section of the report,
the history of forest and wildlife conservation in India—particularly
concerning tigers—has been characterized by the State's
consistent disregard for the rights of forest-dwelling communities
and its blatant neglect of legal procedures and safeguards. This
trend persists even after the enactment of the NTCA and the
FRA 2006, which were intended to protect the interests of these
communities. Over eighteen years later, the case study of Damoh in
Madhya Pradesh, detailed in Part B of this report, serves as a stark
reminder of the State’s questionable intentions toward the rights of
adivasis and its purported commitment to conservation.
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Madhya Pradesh occupies a significant position in India’s
ecological and socio-political landscape. Enriched with abundant
naturalresources and perennialrivers like the Narmada, Tapti, Son,
Betwa, Shipra, and Chambal, the state ranks first in the country
in terms of total forest area. It boasts the largest recorded forest
area (RFA) in India, spanning 94,689 sq. km., which constitutes
30.7% of its geographical expanse.110 This includes 61,886 sg. km.
of Reserved Forests and 31,098 sqg. km. of Protected Forests—

both the largest in the nation.'"!

With six tiger reserves covering 6,117.26 sq. km. and a
population of 526 tigers as per the All India Tiger Estimation
2018, Madhya Pradesh has earned the title “Tiger State of India.”
The state also hosts 10 national parks and 25 wildlife sanctuaries,
constituting 3.51% of its geographical area, along with 19 eco-
sensitive zones. Despite these ecological riches, Madhya Pradesh
faces critical challenges in balancing forest conservation with

the rights of its indigenous communities.' '

The Dual Reality of
Madhya Pradesh

While Madhya Pradesh is rich in natural resources, it is also
home to the largest population of indigenous people in India,
many of whom live in dire socio-economic conditions. As per
the 2011 Census, Scheduled Tribes (STs) constitute 211% of the
state’s population, with 15.3 million people residing in 3.1 million
households. The state has 50 districts, of which 21 are tribal
districts, and the largest area under the Panchayats (Extension
to Scheduled Areas) Act (PESA) 1996. PESA aims to empower
tribal communities by granting them self-governance over their
resources, but the gap between policy and practice remains
glaring.113

Madhya Pradesh also leads the country in revenue from
mining, with 394 operational mines.'* However, the wealth
generated from these resources has not translated into improved
living standards for its indigenous people, highlighting a paradox
of exploitation and exclusion.
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Tenurial Insecurity-
Orange Area Conflict

Figure 3: Schematic representation of orange areas
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For over six decades, a significant portion of villages in Madhya Pradesh and
Chhattisgarh has faced a unique land tenure issue known as the “orange areas” dispute.
This longstanding conflict has left hundreds of thousands of hectares of forestland
without adequate legal protection.As perthe Indiareport of the World Resources Institute,
“Overlapping claims by the state revenue and forest departments to 1.2 million hectares
of land in the central Indian states of Madhya Pradesh and Chhattisgarh (Garg 2016)
have impacted at least 1.5 million families (ELDF 2018) that depend on land resources
for food, fuel, and income. This lack of tenurial clarity as to whether land is revenue land

or forest land is known as the “orange area” issue in the two states, previously unified as

Madhya Pradesh”."®
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Theissue manifestsitselfinvaried ways on ground.During the field work, the research
team noticed that even in revenue villages, Forest Officials (instead of Revenue Officials)
were at the forefront of the displacement exercise. All compensation is purportedly as
per NTCA guidelines even though the LARR, 2013 should be applicable. Lack of clear land
titles also prevent individuals from accessing government schemes like the Kapildhara,
Ujjwala, PMAY, Kissan Credit Card as well as loans from banks.

More than 70 percent of the districts and nearly 50 percent of the villages in present
day Madhya Pradesh are affected by the orange area issue.
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In 2020, the task force appointed by the MP Government to
resolve the issue, suggested the following steps towards:

All farmers who received leases should receive titles.
Because the farmland is classified as a forest, titles
could be processed under FRA, 2006

In cases where people don’t have the documents,
the state government could process revenue land
titles by holding consultations with the Government
of India. Such a consultation is necessary because
the VSESA, 1980, the Centre's approval is mandatory
when forest land is diverted to non-forest uses. (The
FRA 2006 is exempt from this requirement).

If titles cannot be given, the farmers should be paid
compensation in lieu of the land.

Once the suggestions of the task force are implemented it

would help reduce tenurial insecurity amongst the forest
dwellers.




Weakening of Forest
Clearance Regime: Forest
diversion in the recent years

Apart from the tenurial insecurity caused to the forest dwellers due to the orange
area conflict, the government’s effort to weaken the forest protection regime is also
excluding forest dwellers from large swathes of land by diverting those for non-forest
purposes. As per the Union Government’s own admission in the Rajya Sabha,117 more than
90,000 hectares (ha) of forest land has been diverted for non-forest purposes between
2018-2023 with Madhya Pradesh holding the notorious distinction of being the state with
the highest amount of forest land diversion (around 19,000 ha).

Gujarat 1144.4622
Uttar Pradesh 1101.30389
Madhya Pradesh 981.7068
Jammu and Kashmir 693.34
Uttarakhand 658.124
Punjab 591.3402
Telangana 517.3433
Rajasthan 462.6544

Arunachal Pradesh
Himachal Pradesh
Haryana
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Jharkhand
Odisha
Chhattisgarh
Bihar

Goa

Karnataka

Tamil Nadu
Manipur
Maharashtra
Tripura

Delhi

Kerala

Sikkim

Mizoram
Meghalaya
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4354629
404.6676
395.41553
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301.7652
2433011
215557041
146.505
139.2304
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38.8136

31.1756
2449041
18.2162
16.9806
16.68
16.107
12.3786
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Figure 1: Forest land (in hectares) recommended for diversion in 2020 (January-December) in states

Source: Analysis of Forest Clearances in India, 2020 (Policy Brief), LIFE
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Figure 3: Category-wise forest land (in hectares) recommended for diversion in 2020

Source: Analysis of Forest Clearances in India, 2020 (Policy Brief), LIFE



Status of
Forest Claims

To simplify the process of filing of fresh claims and that of
review of claims, the Madhya Pradesh government launched an
online portal called MP Van Mitra. Instead of making the claim
process easier, transparent and effective, the Van Mitra has led to
a lot of confusion amongst the claimants and has, in some cases,

led to rejection of rightful claims.'’®

Due to the low internet literacy amongst the inhabitants,
they have to rely on the MP Online kiosk operators to help them
fill up the claims application. Not only do these operators unfairly
charge money from the claimants when the service was supposed
to be provided by the government free of cost, the operators
also end up mixing documents relating to different claims which
results in eventual rejection of these claims. The portal is often
not functioning or is shut down for one reason or another. Further,
the claimants are not able to timely check the updates regarding
the status of their application due to delay in the information
being updated on the portal. Even when updates on the claims
are available, for applications that have been rejected, no reasons
are specified for such rejections. This is in teeth of the Guidelines
on the implementation of the FRA, 2006 which mandates that
claims cannot be rejected without giving the reasons in writing.
There have also been discrepancies with regard to land allotted
in the case of individual claims. RTl data shows that the portal has
only led to extremely high rejection of claims and that the process

of appeal functions in a non-transparent and shoddy manner. "’

Despite the CFR areas, if any, being vested with the Gram
Sabha, the Forest Department still retains substantial control
over these areas. Specifically, the Forest Department had fixed a
target for Tendupatta collection without considering the needs
and aspirations of forest dwelling communities. Even where IFR
or CFR have been approved, there exists a large gap between the
land for which forest rights were claimed and which was finally
recognised. While almost everyone the research team spoke to
during our field wrok in the area, were unaware about the status
of their IFR and CFR claims, if any, even in cases where claimants
knew that their claims had been rejected, the reason for rejection
was not conveyed to them. Further, there was no awareness of
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the appeal process under FRA. This goes against the Scheduled
Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of
Forest Rights). Rules, 2007 (FRA Rules) clause 12A(3) and clause
12A(5) which specifically provide that no claim shall be rejected
without giving the claimant a “reasonable opportunity to present
anythingin supportof his claim” and thatrejection or modification
of a claim shall be in person communicated to the claimant to
allow him to file an appeal.

Compensatory Afforestation
Fund Act (CAMPA) : Continuum
of Systemic Corruption

Instances of CAMPA plantations being set up on land
either claimed or set up abound across literature and in our
field areas. This is a serious violation of section 4(5) of FRA 2006,
which provides that no ST or OTFD “shall be evicted or removed
from forest land under his occupation till the recognition and
verification procedure is complete.” The Asian Centre of Human
Rights report states that in the middle of during COVID-19
lockdown, funds from the CAMPA Fund were used to carry out
afforestation on the lands and habitations of indigenous peoples
even before the adjudication of their claims. Amongst multiple
otherinstances of CAMPA funds being used in violation of the FRA
2006, it points to the to the order issued by MoEFcc'?° allowing
States and UTs with over 75% of their land under forest cover to
carry out compensatory afforestation in other States or Union
Territories (UTs) which have degraded forest land or land banks.'?’
In pursuance of this order, In September 2020, State Government
of Madhya Pradesh offered to carry out afforestation on 650 sq
km of its degraded forest land to enable forest land diversions in

Andaman and Nicobar Islands.'??

The Compliance Audit Report of the Comptroller and Auditor
General of India for the year ended 31 March 2021 (Environment,
Public Works, Energy and Industries Departments)123 points to
multiple shortcoming and legal violation in the use of CAMPA
funds by the state of MP."** These include "expenditure of 53.29
crore on ineligible activities which could not be linked to any
of the activities envisaged for Compensatory Afforestation”,



expenditure of . 29.58 crore on “plantation of teak which was
a commercial activity not permissible under Compensatory
Afforestation.” The audit report further found that “in 678 land
diversion cases that Self-monitoring Reports had not been
obtained by the Department from the User Agencies. This
indicated inefficient monitoring and indifference towards
restoration of damages to the ecology and environment on
account of diversion of forest land.”

A recent report shows that between 2018-2023, out of
the Rs 55,000 Crore transferred to the state governments for
compensatory afforestation, only Rs 22,466 crore, just about 40
percentofthisamount,hadbeenallocated forafforestation works.
The rest of the money is sitting idle in state government accounts.
Further, unlike the diverted forests, land for compensatory
afforestation are often not contiguous, but spread over multiple
locations. Furthermore, government usually provide degraded,
barren lands for compensatory afforestation. The plantation sites
are often also high biotic pressure areas, meaning nearby human

habitations or cattle use it for their own purposes.125

It's important to note that the concept of compensatory
afforestation is itself flawed and scientific and cannot make up
forthe loss of the forest, as has been accepted by the government
before Parliament as well.'>® Aforest has thousands—of species of
flora and fauna living in a complex “ecological mix”, with natural
nutrient cycling processes that “cannot be restored by creating
monoculture plantations”,

Private Investment
in Forests

The research team heard time and again during our fieldwork
that the government has leased forest to private companies.
This seemingly must have been done under the 2019 guidelines
approved by the MoEFCC for tripartite agreement between an
industrial house, an acceptable NGO of repute and local forest
department for plantation on degraded forests. These guidelines
wereissuedafterpreviousattemptstoincorporatesuchguidelines
in 2004,127 2016 and 2018'?® saw vocal opposition from the tribal
affairs ministry, Supreme Court appointed Central Empowered
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Committee (CEC
others for ignoring tribal rights and favouring private interests in

and civil society organizations, °~ amongst
the name of increasing forest productivity and to be in express
violation of the in violation of FRA 2006 and PESA, 1996.

In 2020, the MP forest department mooted a similar proposal,
to hand over degraded forest to corporates for afforestation. The
proposal seemed to have been shelved but is part of a long line of

attempts both at the State level®!
132

and the Central level to open
up forest for the private sector.

Despite the opposition to private-run plantations, the
Central Government recently notified Green Credit Initiative'>
and the Carbon Credit Trading Scheme'**

the replacement of government and community-governed

that encourages

forests by private plantations as part of India’s climate-change
commitments.

Relocation of forest
dwellers from Tiger
Reserves

On 19 June 2024, the National Tiger Conservation Authority
vide its letter'>° directed all 19 tiger-bearing states to relocate
forest dwellers on a ‘priority basis’, calling for action plans and

136 this relocation-

regular progress reports. As per experts,
bound to be among the largest displacements ever in the world
for wildlife conservation- would entail a relocation of 4 lakhs
forest dwellers including 2.5 lakhs from from the central Indian
tribal belt of Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Maharashtra and
Chhattisgarh. The letter provided data on the status of village
relocation from Tiger Reserves for all 19 tiger-bearing states. As
per the data, provided below, Madhya is ranked 3rd from top
among the states with regard to the number of forest dwellers

bound to be displaced in this exercise.



Status of village relocation from
Tiger Reserves as on 27.05.2024 for Madhya Pradesh

6

No. of Tiger Reserves

165

No. of Villages in the notified Core (CTH)

18,626

No. of Families in the notified Core (CTH)

o)

No. of Villages relocated from the notified Core (CTH) since

the inception of the Project Tiger

9,058

No. of Families relocated from the notified core (CTH) since

the inception of the Project Tiger

56

No. of Villages remaining inside the core (CTH)

9,568

No. of Families remaining inside the core (CTH)
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This chapter, along with the next, aims to provide an on-the-
ground perspective of how the ‘relocation process'—or rather,
the forced displacement—is unfolding in one of the six tiger
reserves in the state.

Case Study on Displacement
in Veerangana Rani Durgawati

Tiger Reserve

On 20.09.2023, the Governor of Madhya Pradesh in exercise
of powers under Section 38V(iv)(ii) of WLPA, 1972 vide a gazette
notification notified the Nauradehi (Wild Life) Sanctuary and
Veerangana Durgavati Sanctuary into a Tiger Reserve, and
christened it as the Veerangana Rani Durgavati Tiger Reserve.
The previously notified eco-sensitive zone of Nauradehi and
Veerangana Durgavati sanctuaries and the surrounding forest
areas have been included in the notified buffer area.

The notification enumerates the villages falling in the core
area and those falling in the buffer area and for the former
specifies the area of already relocated villages and the area of
the villages to be relocated. These already relocated villages also
consist of those that the forest department has been relocating
for different purposes atleast since 2009. The need for the Tiger
Reserve's expansion has led to a target of displacing a total of
90 villages around the sanctuary. The six villages to be displaced
in the core zone of Nauradehi Sanctuary span three districts:
Patna Mohali, Ghana, and Malkuti in Narsinghpur, Khapra Kheda
in Sagar district, and Sarrabarai and Munali Kheda villages in
Damoh district. As per a news source, 22 out of the planned 90
villages have already been displaced.137



Key Findings of the research team:
Displacement due to introduction of
‘charismatic’ animals

A few of these 22 villages could be amongst the 23 villages
which were supposed to be relocated, under a Wildlife Institute
of India (WII) led project initiated in 2009, for re-introduction
of cheetahs in the Nauradehi Sanctuary in a 150 km enclosure
which was to be built in Sagar district within 700 km proposed
to be declared as core area for cheetah reintroduction and the
remaining as buffer area. This project is one of many, amongst
governments long ongoing attempts to introduce/re-introduce
various ‘charismatic animal’'*® species. Damoh and the
surrounding areas have been an important site for many such
projects. This specific project aimed to relocate these 23 villages
purportedly inhabited by 800 families and referred to some
guidelines to project the cost of relocation to be 80 crore (or 10
lakhs per family). As there are no separate guidelines governing
quantum compensation for cheetah (re)introduction, it seems
that the NTCA relied on its guidelines governing Project Tiger139
and the MoEFCCissued National Rehabilitation and Resettlement
Policy, 2007'%° for deciding the quantum of compensation.

The project stalled in 2014 but not before atleast 15 villages

had already been relocated'”!

and there were plans to relocate
10 more villages by 2021. The initiative came to a halt after the
Supreme Court, while hearing a challenge (Centre for Environment
Law, WWF-I vs. Union of India, WP (C) No. 337/1995) against the
translocation of lions from Gir National Park in Gujarat to Kuno
National Park in Sheopur, MP under Asiatic Lion Reintroduction

Project, stayed the plan by imposing a ban onimporting Cheetahs.

With regard to displacement caused due to introduction -
reintroduction of ‘charismatic animals’, the research team saw
another such instance in Nauradehi. In 2020, on an application
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(Centre for Environment Law, WWF-I vs. Union of India, LA.
No0.192/2017 in WP (C) No. 337/1995) was filed by the NTCA to
resuscitate the plan to import cheetahs, the Supreme Court
lifted the ban and appointed a three member committee to
guide the NTCA in the initiative. On the direction of the three-
member committee, WIl conducted a site visit and assessment
of Nauradehi Wildlife Sanctuary along with 5 other sites in
Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh. In its 2020 report, WII referring
to the 2010 attempt, observed that Nauradehi Wildlife Sanctuary
was one of the priority sites for cheetah reintroduction and that
back in 2014 “15 villages have been [already] relocated with

plans of additional 10 (or 12) villages to be relocated in 2021”'%?

The plan to introduce cheetahs was finally formally
resuscitated by the Union Government and rechristened Project
Cheetah. The purported goal of the Project is to “improve and
enhance the livelihood options and economies of the local
communities” and to “contribute to the global effort towards
conservation of the Cheetah as a species".m3 Since then, 20
cheetahs have been brought from Namibia and South Africa to
Kuno National Park.'** Supreme Court intervened (Centre for
Environment Law, WWF-I vs. Union of India, IA 192/2017 in WP
337/1995) when at least 8 of the 20 Cheetahs brought passed
away and directed the Union Government to take steps to
consider spreading out the Cheetahs to other sites previously
assessed as suitable for hosting the species instead of keeping
all of them at one site i.e. Kuno National Park.'*® Since then, work
has started to relocate the Cheetahs to Nauradehi on the basis of
the WII 2020 report.146

It is important to mention that amongst the various actions
that the WII had suggested were “Chain link fencing of the area
[230Km long] in the Scmctuary".147 As per the report, this fencing
will at least require the 7 villages including Boma, Deolpani,
Ankhikheda, Patna, Jamun, Khapa, Singhpuri to be relocated.
Further, it was suggested that as part of prey augmentation for
the Cheetahs 1000 Cheetals, 500 blackbucks and 200 Chinkara
be translocated to the Sanctuary. Most of the population in the
area is Below Poverty Line and heavily relies on forest produce for
sustenance and livelihood.

The surrounding villages were not informed about any of
the translocation/introduction/reintroduction of the animals
and its effect on their own lives. With the introduction of lions,



cheetahs and the other animals required for prey augmentation,
the possibility of animals crop raiding, attacking livestock and
animal-human conflict increases substantially. Further, some of
the animals being introduced like blackbucks consume mahua
fruit and other forest produce which were minor forest produce
and a source of livelihood for the forest-dwelling population but
since the introduction of animals, restrictions were imposed on
collecting it.

Lack of clarity about
quantum of compensation

It is clear that Scheduled Tribes and forest-dwelling
communities are entitled to the protection of both the LARR,
2013 and the FRA 2006.*® The former governs the quantum of
compensation, and the statutory right of rehabilitation should not
be defeated by administrative guidelines such as those issued by
the NTCA.

There is a lack of clarity about the methodology used for
deciding the quantum of compensation given under each of
these. The fact that the State has been displacing people by
giving them a compensation amount which goes against the
LARR, 2013 is accepted even by the State Government in the
Vidhan Sabha- as late as December 2014, the State had been
displacing people from the Nauradehi Sanctuary on the basis of
the Madhya Pradesh State Industrial Land and Industrial Building
Management Rules, 2008 instead of the then in force LARR
Law.'*® From field work it seems that displacement from villages
falling under the Tiger Reserve happened in 3 phases until now,
however this could not be conclusively verified.

As pertestimonies the first phase of relocation beganin 2014-
15, during which each family unit was offered a compensation
package of Rs. 10 lakhs. However, the criteria used to define
and count a single unit were deeply flawed, an issue that will be
discussed later. According to field testimonies, the research team
learned that after a few years (though the exact timeline remains
unclear), the compensation amount was reportedly increased to
Rs. 15 lakhs. However, news reports citing government officials
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refute this claim. As of 2019, when at least 25 of the 72 villages
within the sanctuary had been relocated, only Rs. 10 lakhs per
family unit were provided for resettlement, and even this amount
was disbursed only in cases where claims were settled—a rare
occurrence in villages falling within the Nauradehi and Durgawati
Sanctuaries.

TheRs.10lakh compensationwasreleased bythe government
in the following manner: an initial amount of Rs. 1 lakh was
deposited directly into the individual’s account, while Rs. 3 lakhs
were placed in a fixed deposit for three years. The remaining Rs. 6
lakhs were kept in a joint account with the district collector. This
portion of the compensation could only be transferred to the
individual’s personal savings account after purchasing a house
or land.

For revenue villages, at least on paper, two options
were provided to each family unit. Under the first option, the
entire Rs. 10 lakh amount would be deposited in one go if the
Panchayat submitted a proposal for this disbursement. Under
the second option, individuals could request an evaluation
of their land, house, or other assets, with compensation
determined by the collector based on the assessed value.
However, this second option existed only in theory. Across
the 12-15 villages surveyed during our fieldwork—whether
classified as revenue or forest villages—every resident
reported receiving a flat Rs. 10 lakh, irrespective of the value
of their land, trees, or assets.

Moreover, until at least 2019, even withdrawing this
compensation was fraught with restrictions. Many reported
that they were required to obtain permission from the Forest
Department to access their own funds, further exacerbating
their challenges post-relocation.°

Through a notification issued in 2008,"' Madhya Pradesh
has laid down the guideline for the process of relocation of



Problems with
the ‘Family’

villages from Protected Areas, including Tiger Reserves, in
2008. The notification relies on the National Rehabilitation
and Resettlement Policy, 2007 and similarly has the
provision to monitor the relocation process by the State level
monitoring committee and District level implementation
committee. Hence, the state guidelines are open to the
possibility of the ‘package amount’ exceeding those provided
by the NTCA guidelines i.e. Rs. 10 Lakhs (which increased to
15 lakhs in 2021)."°? This is relevant as the main grouse of
mostly everyone the research team spoke to on the field was
that Rs. 10 lakh (or even Rs. 15 lakh) will not even afford them
1 acres of land for farming, let alone the amount of land they
had access to previously.

Further, the NTCA guidelines as well as the National
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy, 2007 stipulate that
families should be given a choice: financial compensation or
direct help from the Forest Department with housing, land,
community facilities etc. No such choice was given to anyone
we came across. Everyone was offered money and made to
agree to relocate through threats and pressure.

Under FRA 2006, WLPA 1972, NTCA guidelines, as well
as the National Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy, 2007,
‘family’ is taken as a unit for the relocation, rehabilitation
and compensation purposes. As per the extant law (NTCA
guideline and the 2007 Policy), the package is distributed
‘per family’.
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The NTCA vide these guidelines, clarified that “the following will be
treated as separate families even if they currently live together:

1.

A major (over 18 years) son irrespective of his marital status

2.

Unmarried daughter/sister more than 18 years of age

3.

Physically and mentally challenged person irrespective of age and sex

4.

Minor orphan, who has lost both his/her parents

e

A widow or a woman divorcee”

Under the 2007 Policy, once the affected area has been notified,
“a baseline survey and census for identification of the persons and families likely
to be affected” has to be conducted.




Multiple people the research team spoke to have confirmed
that the forest department has been using a survey conducted
in 2014 for the purpose of relocation and hence for deciding the
beneficiaries of the relocation package. Those who were minor
when the survey was conducted, but since then have turned major
are a separate ‘family’ unit, but have not been recognised as such.
The research team came across multiple such instances. As per
popular narrative in the village, this problem was even brought to
the 2019 Assembly election candidates and the villages seemingly
gave them a representation that every adult resident should be
treated as a separate family for the purpose of the relocation
package, but nothing has happened since then. Even women
who have since the time of survey become widowed/ divorced
informed the team abouth the hard time they had to go through
in the due process of claiming the package amount as the forest
officials were insisting on the husband to be present.

The example of Kamlabai (hame changed), who is amongst
one of the 8 families that still remain in Anchalpurain Mangdupura
Gram Panchayat, Tendukheda, Damoh, brings this out clearly. She
is a woman in her 50s, with both her major sons having migrated
to work as construction workers outside Damoh. Her husband,
who had mental health issues, has been missing for the last 3
years. Despite running from pillar to post, she is still awaiting the
disbursement of the package amount.
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Violation of Law
and Judicial Orders

Section 4(2) of the Forest Rights Act (FRA) 2006 and Section
38V(5) of the Wildlife Protection Act (WLPA) 1972 mandate that

forest rights holders can only be resettled from Critical Wildlife
Habitats (CWHSs) or Critical Tiger Habitats (CTHs) of tiger
reserves after their land rights claims have been recorded and

recognized.

In practice, however, Individual Forest Rights (IFR) and
Community Forest Rights (CFR) claims remain largely unsettled
across the villages surveyed during our fieldwork. Most residents
are unaware of the status of their claims, or the reasons for
rejection of their claims, which are further violations of FRA 2006.
The introduction of the Van Mitra App has further compounded
these issues, creating additional confusion and uncertainty in a
process already plagued with systemic inefficiencies and delays.

The FRA 2006 and its accompanying Rules outline a

participatory, bottom-up approach to rights recognition,
designed to be accessible and rooted in the traditional dispute
resolution mechanisms of tribal communities. However, the
Van Mitra portal undermines this framework by introducing a
technology-driven, opaque system. Decision-making power is
effectively shifted to extra-statutory personnel, such as kiosk
operators, who lack the accountability and legitimacy required to
handle such a sensitive and crucial process.

This transition not only bypasses the community-centric
ethos of the FRA 2006 but also exacerbates existing barriers to
justice for forest dwellers, effectively sidelining their rights in the
name of administrative expediency.

Under Section 38V(5) of WLPA 1972, it is mandatory to
provide evidence that a community is causing irreversible harm

to wildlife and that coexistence is impossible. However, the



NTCA has consistently failed to meet this requirement. During
the fieldwork, the research team found that there were no
instances where such evidence was presented. This aligns with
the findings of the NGO Survival International, which reported
that they are

"yet to find a single example of Forest Department officials
collating this proof, discussing it with the Gram Sabha, and

showing that coexistence is impossible.” 153

Additionally, the requirement for free, prior, and informed
consent from affected forest dwellers and Gram Sabhas, as
mandated by Sections 38V(4) and (5) of the WLPA 1972, is being
blatantly violated. The law obligates the forest department to

clearly explain the consequences of Critical Tiger Habitat (CTH)
notifications, evidence of irreversible habitat damage, and
resettlement programs in a vernacular language accessible
to the community. Yet, our field research indicates that these
procedures are systematically ignored.

Villagers consistently reported being unaware of Gram Sabha
meetings or their purpose. When such meetings were convened
to ostensibly discuss and approve relocation plans, they were
perfunctory at best. Communities were hastily gathered, asked
to raise their hands, and photographed—without any meaningful
discussion or explanation in a language they could understand.
These staged proceedings were then falsely presented as
evidence of community consent.

This pattern of behavior starkly highlights the systemic
violation of legal safeguards. Rather than ensuring genuine
participation and consent, these so-called “voluntaryrelocations”
are coercive and in direct conflict with the established legal

procedures.

The notion that consent for relocation is ‘fair, ‘free,
and ‘voluntary’ could not be further from reality. Villagers
consistently face threats, harassment by the forest department,
and systematic denial of basic facilities. For instance, the Gram
Sabhas of 12 revenue villages located in the core zone of the
Nauradehi Tiger Reserve passed a resolution on August 16, 2023,
opposing the notification relocating these villages to the reserve’s
buffer zone. In their resolution and subsequent letters, the Gram
Sabhas highlighted the severe consequences of the relocation
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notification, including the termination of essential government
services such as the Primary Health Centre, Government Higher
Secondary School, Government Tribal Hostel, and the AYUSH
Medical Department. Furthermore, the notification imposed
a ban on the sale and purchase of land, further restricting the
villagers’ autonomy. The letters demanded the immediate
restoration of these basic facilities and the removal of the
restrictions impacting their daily lives.

These 12 villages have sought legal recourse through W.P.
(C) 2506/2024, 26110/2023, 29150/2023, 8691/2023, and Ap@
Petition 1734/2023, all pending adjudication in the High Court
of Madhya Pradesh at Jabalpur. The villages have challenged

the relocation notification dated September 20, 2023, on the
grounds that it violates the provisions of WLPA1972. Responding
to these challenges, the High Court directed the maintenance of
status quo.

However, despite the court’s directive, the forest department
continues to interfere with villagers’ possession of their land.
Reports indicate ongoing obstruction, such as halting the
construction of wells and fencing of agricultural fields, further
exacerbating the community’s hardships which is both inhuman
and blatant contempt of the High Courts Order.

Regarding the completion of rehabilitation facilities and
land allocation—requirements outlined in the NTCA guidelines,
which mandate that “handholding” for newly relocated families
must be ensured, and committees should be established at both
the village and district levels to oversee the process— almost
everyone the research team met have been left to navigate these
challenges on their own. The 2007 rehabilitation policy further

specifies that when large numbers of families are affected,
social impact assessments (SIAs) must be conducted, and
necessary infrastructural facilities must be provided in the

resettlement areas. Particularly in cases where Scheduled Tribes
(STs) are displaced in significant numbers, a comprehensive

Tribal Development Plan is required.



From our understanding, no Social Impact Assessment (SIA)
has been carried out, let alone reviewed by an independent,
multidisciplinary expert group with proper representation of
STs and Other Traditional Forest Dwelling Communities (OTFDs).
Furthermore, no government officer has been designated as
the Administrator for Rehabilitation and Resettlement (R&R),
leaving affected communities without the necessary support for

effective rehabilitation, as mandated by law.

Additionally, both the NTCA guidelines and the 2007

rehabilitation policy outline a monitoring and implementation

process, which includes a State Level Monitoring Committee,

headed by the Chief Secretary, and a District Level Implementing

Committee, headed by the District Collector. These committees

are responsible for overseeing the rehabilitation process.

However, during the fieldwork, no one appeared to be aware
of the existence of these committees. There were also no signs
of the legally mandated grievance mechanisms, including
the Rehabilitation and Resettlement Committee, in place.
This absence further underscores the lack of accountability
and oversight in the rehabilitation process apart from blatant

violations of legal mandates.

Encroachment by the Forest Department was a widespread
issue across the villages visited during our fieldwork. The
research team learned that for years, the Forest Department
has been attempting to occupy fallow lands, erect fences, and
introduce commercial plantations of trees like Bamboo and
Eucalyptus, replacing native species such as Sal, Teak, Tendu, and
Mahua. This has caused significant harm to the local ecosystem.
In some cases, the Forest Department took over fields belonging
to local residents for these plantations, and people had to reclaim

their land.
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One specific instance involved the Forest Department
occupying a family’s land, citing a violation (the exact violation
was not clarified). The department imposed a fine of Rs. 20,000
to return ownership of the land, which the family could not
afford to pay. As a result, the land was repurposed for use as a
nursery or plantation. The team also encountered testimonies of
informal land transfers by the Forest Department to third parties
in exchange for money although this could not be verified and

would require more investigation.

Across several villages, there were numerous instances
of the Forest Department interfering with people’s fields.
In addition to directly occupying land, the department was
preventing people from bringing tractors into their fields and
restricting the construction of fences around farms to protect
crops from wild animals, such as deer and wild pigs. This led to
substantial crop damage. In some cases, people were fined for
collecting stones or firewood from nistar lands to build farm

fences, as these materials are considered minor forest produce.

The situation was further complicated by a lack of awareness
about the role of the revenue department in compensating for
crop damage caused by human-wildlife conflict. As a result,
people were left without support, while the Forest Department’s
encroachment and restrictions continued to adversely affect

their livelihoods.

The Forest Department has been restricting access to
forests by fencing areas or digging up barriers to prevent entry,
and imposing limitations on the collection of minor forest
produce such as gravel (used for fencing farms), Mahua, Tendu,

root vegetables, and medicinal plants.

People are also being prevented from entering or exiting

nistar lands and denied access to grazing areas for their



livestock. In many areas, especially where there is contestation
over buffer zones, Community Forest Rights (CFRs) are not being

recognized.

According to the Forest Rights Act (FRA) 2006, unless claims

have been fully processed, it is legally impermissible for the
Forest Department to infringe upon the existing rights of local
communities. Under Section 4(5) of the FRA and Section 3(1)(g)

of the SC/ST Prevention of Atrocities Act, there is an embargo

on the violation of existing forest rights or the displacement of

forest dwellers until claims have been completely disposed of.

Furthermore, the research team also witnessed the massive
omission of providing people with basic entitlements. For
instance, the team noticed that a lack of residence proof for
relocated individuals is causing significant barriers to accessing
essential government services, including Anganwadi, Public
Distribution System (PDS), and voter registration. The team
also made a note of violations of fundamental socio-economic
rights, for instance, children were unable to attend school, and
many families were forced to return to their original villages to

collect their PDS rations.

Displaced people have also lost access to minor forest
produce, which is crucial to their livelihoods, accounting for 20-
40% of theirincome and serving their daily needs for sustenance,
healthcare, and firewood.””* These instances highlight the
interconnected violations by the government, both in terms of
commission—Dby criminalizing forest dwellers—and omission—
by failing to implement policies that safeguard their fundamental

rights.

In conclusion, the ground realities starkly contradict the
government’s claims of ‘voluntary relocation’ The forced

and unlawful displacement of villages within the Nauradehi

83



84

Sanctuary has been blatantly illegal, breaching numerous
laws and policies, including the Forest Rights Act (FRA),
the Wildlife Protection Act (WLPA), the guidelines of the
National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA), the Right to

Fair Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition,
Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act, 2013 (or LARR Act and the
National Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy of 2007. These

displacements have been carried out under coercion, bypassing
the necessity for informed consent from the affected villagers
and failing to prove that coexistence with wildlife is impossible.
These actions amount to illegal evictions that violate legal
protections intended to uphold the rights and livelihoods of

forest-dependent communities.

Such disregard for due process not only erodes the trust
between the State and local communities but also raises
serious ethical and legal concerns about conservation practices,
particularly in the villages that will be impacted by the recent
NTCA notification. Ensuring justice and adherence to the law
must be at the core of any future conservation efforts to prevent

the continuation of these injustices.
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Historical
Context

The systemic creation of false binaries between environment
conservation and human rights of forest-dwelling populations
is visible in the ongoing displacement for the Veerangana Rani
Durgawati Tiger Reserve. At its core, the displacement emanates
from a failure to conduct any meaningful assessment or any
consideration of the social and human cost of such an endeavour.
The authors attempt to outline these costs through a mix of
primary sources including field work observations, fixed group
discussions and interviews conducted over the course of three
visits, as well as secondary data available in the public domain.
The field work included visits to villages Oriamal, Sarra, Rijkudi,
Alohi, Nargua Mal, Jhalon (where we met persons displaced from
Ukarpar and Jamun), Anchalpura, Manjgawa, Bamnoda and
Richkudi in Damoh district and Putdehi and Jhamara in Sagar
district.

The affected districts of Damoh, Sagar and Narsinghpur
primarily form part of the area that was historically described
as Gondwana land, the land of the Gond tribals, which includes
a Satpuda Plateau, a portion of the Nagpur plain area and the
Narmada VaIIey.155 The Gond tribals are notified as Scheduled
Tribes in several States including Madhya Pradesh.”® The ruling
class is known as Raj Gonds, and they ruled Middle India from the
14th to 18th centuries.”’

The residents of the villages we visited have generationally
been involved in farming the land they were on. They have lived
in the same village for as many generations as they are aware
of. There was a lot of reference to this history of Gond self
determination over their land. SS, a local leader, spoke of the
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Current

history of the Gondwana land, and particularly Rani Durgawati's
reign which opposed British rule. In Richkudi, in particular, elderly
Raj Gond leaders narrated oral histories of their presence in the
region. Rani Durgawati was frequently referred, who came from a
Rajput family in Uttar Pradesh and got married to Dalpat Sahais/o
Sankar Sahai Raghunath Sahi of the Mandala State in Gondwana
who was an adivasi. Tales of her valour in resisting British rule
were frequently cited. They described themselves as the first
residents of the land and told stories of the struggle to maintain
their autonomy throughout British rule, and the expectation
that Indian independence would restore their control over their
historical lands. However, the area largely remains poor and their
forest rights are largely not settled.

Demographics”

In Damoh, about 19.48% of the population of the District is
Scheduled Caste while 13.15% is Scheduled Tribes.

Percentage share of population of SCs and STs in Damoh district

Scheduled Caste Scheduled Tribe

Total
Male

Female



The sex ratio of Damoh is 910. By contrast, the sex ratio
among the Scheduled Tribes population is 962. The Scheduled
Tribes population is mainly concentrated in Tendukheda tahsil
(29.24 percent).

The literacy rate of the district is much better than the
national average as well as the State average.The gap between
male and female literacy rate is 20.05 percent in the district.

However, the gap between male and female literacy
rate among Scheduled Tribes population is 14.3 percent in
the district (78.35 percent for males and 64.05 percent for
females).

Gender wise breakup of the literacy rate of Damoh

India MP Damoh

Total
Male

Female

Gap in
male-female
literacy rate
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The economic prospects of the district are not very promising. As
per the Census 2011 data, 54.55% of the population could not find any
economically productive work in the year 2010-11 while a whopping
43.54% of the inhabitants work as agricultural labourers.

Distribution of workers by sex in four categories of economic activity in the District, 2011

Category of Workers

Worker (main Household

Non-worker + marginal . Agricultural . Other
Cultivators industry
Percentage workers) labourers workers

workers
Percentage

Persons
Male

Female

Note: Census defines the following terms as is given below

Work
Participation in any economically productive activity
with or without compensation, wages or profit.

Main Worker
Worked for 6 months or more in the annual year.

Marginal Worker
Worked for less than 6 months in the annual year.

Non-Worker
Didn’t work at all in the annual year
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Further, as per the Census data, 156 villages do not have
primary schools and out of these villages, children of 128 villages
have to travel less than 5 kms. for schooling, 26 villages at a
distance of 5-10 kms. and two villages at the distance of 10+ kms.
Out of a total 1176 inhabited villages of the district, 710 villages are
deprived of middle school. There is no degree college located in
the district. Similarly, 149 villages have the facility of a hospital
available within 5 kms. while the inhabitants of 267 villages have
to cover a distance of 5-10 kms. and 745 villages have this facility
at a distance of 10+ kms. As regards the PHC facility, 1161 villages
do not have a PHC facility in the village itself.

The demographics of Sagar district are also similar. Sagar
has an ST population of 9.3% of the total population. The sex ratio
of the district is dismal- at 905, while it is 916 for the ST population.
The literacy rate in the total population is 76.46 per cent in the
district.

The percentage of total workers of the district is 42.30 per
cent of which 32.76 per cent are main workers and 9.54 per cent
are marginal workers. There are 57.70 per cent non-workers in the
district.

There are 80 villages without electric power supply facilities
in the district. Out of total 1901 inhabited villages of the district,
1153 villages are deprived of middle school of these 973 villages
avail the facility of middle school at a distance of less than 5 kms.,
151 villages at a distance of 5-10 kms. and 29 villages at a distance
of 10+ kms. Similarly, there are 1885 villages in the district which
have been devoid of hospital facility and 1879 villages do not have
PHC facility in the village itself.
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On the other hand, in Narsimhapur, the sex ratio is 920. The
average literacy is 86.7%. Scheduled Tribes comprise 13.4% of
the population. In Narsimhapur district out of total population,
477,818 were engaged in work activities. 75% of workers describe
their work as Main Work (Employment or Earning more than 6
Months) while 25% were involved in Marginal activity providing
livelihood for less than 6 months. Many people reported going to
nearby towns to work as seasonal migrant labourers for as little
as Rs. 200-250 per day for labour.

Itis, therefore, clearthat these districts comprise a significant
proportion of Scheduled Tribes population. There also is a general
dearth of access to infrastructure such as education and primary
health, as well as a lack of employment opportunities. These
existing vulnerabilities are enhanced in the face of the threat of
ongoing and upcoming displacement.

Changing Land Use
and Privatization

The villagers reported using a form of rotating agriculture,
where a field was laid fallow every few years to allow the land to
rejuvenate. It was reported that the Forest Department would
frequently attempt to introduce plantations of Eucalyptus
causing severe damage to the native landscape, and the land
had to be reclaimed by locals. People reported protesting this
privatization.

The research team was repeatedly informed during fieldwork
that the government has leased forest land to private companies.
People experienced this loss of control over their land, and viewed
the displacement as the government displacing people from
their land and handing it over to private companies. The private
sector also largely planted trees that are not local and therefore,
cause strain on the local ecosystem and could enhance man-
animal conflicts.

During the field work in Narwagamahal, the team saw high
tension cable wires running though the land. During rains, animals
or people grazing animals often get electrocuted as a result.



In the Name
of Tiger

The introduction of big animals such as cheetahs and tigers
also creates fear about the future and the ability to continue
subsisting on the land. While there were animals who would
frequent the fields earlier, introducing animals that are not
endemic to the area and the introduction of ‘dangerous’ animals
creates fears of increased conflict and damage to agriculture
and property. There is, therefore, also a fear of losing the right to
self determination over forest lands that have historically been
occupied by them. In Nargua village in Tendukheda block of the
Damoh district, which was now to fall under the buffer zone of
the tiger reserve, we observed continuous fields without any
walkways. The increased man-animal conflict now meant that
rice is largely printed in one big stretch. Restrictions on fencing
and tractors also made it difficult for people to protect their
harvest.

Residents of Ukarpar note that people who have left
"voluntarily” with packages have not left of their own volition.
Rather, they have been chased away with the threats of unleashing
tigers on the land. DT r/o Jhamra (name changed) reports that
people are being stopped from going into the forest in the name
of the tiger.

On the other hand, the villagers have historically lived
in co-existence with the animals. Villagers of Ukarpar and
Putdehi reported that animals would frequent their fields
at night- including foxes, monkeys and nilgai. In Putdehi,
residents said they fence their field with shrubs but have
never used barbed wire or other damaging boundaries. The
residents also were largely unaware of any government
schemes for compensation in case of damage to their
fields. They explained that the absence of network and
cell connectivity also prevents access to information about

government schemes.
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Disrupted economic
ties to forest land

Most of the villagers we spoke to depended on forests for
tendu, bel, amla, achar, mahua for seasonal fruits. They also had
fields where they would grow chana, gehu etc and use the forests
for sustenance in the intervening months. The forest produce
was also sold and would provide additional income for their
subsistence.They would graze their animals in the forest. There
was also an issue of water, so they could only grow two cropsin a
year. But the forest produce was abundant. In Richkudi, the forest
land is lush and provides the villagers with shade and firewood
for cooking. There also is an abundance of natural water sources,
which sustain their drinking water needs and that of visitors
during marriages and other festivities. Historically, the residents
have relied on the forest for sustenance and the forest produce
is still plenty. However, even in the existing set up, forest dwellers
largely do not profit from their labour. Many of the villagers we
spoke to said that they would collect tendu leaves for sale to the
forest department at the rate of Rs. 400, but that it was finally
purchased by the department at a reduced rate of Rs. 300 per
stack.

Persons who are displaced are finding that the relocation
packages are insufficient for them to build a life in a town or
a village where they no longer have access to land or to forest
produce.

Forinstance, KS (nhame changed) was displaced in 2022 from
Jamun village. He reported that prior to displacement, he was a
landowner. But after displacement, he did not receive land for
land and received only a one-time package of Rs. 15 lakhs. Today,
he goes to the neighbouring district (Jabalpur) to do plying/
seasonal agricultural labour and stacks tendu leaves to sell at low
prices to the forest department.



Similarly, RG (name changed) reported that his family was
displaced in 2016. He is an elderly man who has lived his entire life
in Kusmi Village of Sarra Gram Panchayat, Tendukheda, Damoh.
He reported that his family had over 5 acres of land, but they
were displaced with a package of Rs. 10 lakhs. After considerable
difficulty, they have been able to acquire 2 acres of land to sustain

themselves.

The economic reality of this displacement also motivates
those who stay. In Ukarpar, only 8 families remain on the land.
We spoke to two women who each live alone, as their sons and
daughters-in-law have already received packages and moved
to relocation sites. One of them, MB (name changed), a Gond
adivasi woman, has exhausted all paperwork in order to receive
a package but has not yet received it. She tills her land alone,
in the absence of any tractors. The electricity in the village has
also been cut off to encourage people to move out. However, she
refused to leave without ‘land for land.”. She asks, “what will we

eat if we leave our land?"

Her friend, KB (name changed) has not received a package as
her husband has been missing for years, and she was entitled to
a package jointly in both their names. She said that she has been
tilling the land since the beginning of her marital life, since her
husband was mentally unsound. She grows 2 crops on her land
as well as fruit-bearing trees. She also collects tendu leaves from
the forest, and forest wood for cooking. By contrast, the package
would not offer her even one acre of land. She is aware that
those who have received packages have not had any substantive
rehabilitation, but she rues that life in the village is now lonely and

untenable in the absence of basic facilities.

People in the core villages such as Sarra and Kusumi have
been demanding ‘land for land’ as well as compensation for their
trees and crops. They are also concerned about losing access to
the ample grazing land in the forest. However, landless people are
largely willing to take relocation packages and move.

In Putdehi, the women who stayed insisted that a
package of Rs. 15 lakhs was insufficient to rebuild their
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Sustainable
practices

life and relocate. Some expressed the fear that people have
accepted relocation packages because they have never received
Rs. 15 lakhs at once earlier, but they don’t have the awareness to
know that it would be inadequate to build a new life in a town
or city. However, the ones who moved were also aware of this
economic reality. M (hame changed), a resident who was in the
process of leaving, said: “If the government chases you away,
what can you do?/” clearly alluding to a coercive element to the
proposed relocation. People in Putdehi expressed the fear that
severing their connections with the forest would force them to
depend full time on daily wage labour. Villagers displaced from
Lagra stated that they had better earning there due to access to
forest produce. Now, they are forced to engage in labour apart
from seasonal crops grown in their fields. They also stated that
moving further away from the forests, their fields were hotter due
to lack of shade, as well as a lack of adequate water for farming.
We spoke to two brothers from Lagra, who were attempting to
make a new claim in the adjoining forests to replace the forest

area they historically had access to.

MSY (name changed), a resident of Sarra village who has
been organizing against the displacement lays stress on the
organic and sustainable forms of agriculture in these areas, which
do not require pesticides due to the abundance of black soil. He
stresses that the ecological conservation of the area is tied to the
traditional knowledge of the adivasi communities in the area, and
that should be emphasized instead of the introduction of tigers.
He asks, "What benefit has the tiger brought to the area? Our
benefit is visible every rabi and kharif season?” The locals also
stress that the area is not the kind of thick, lush jungle that would
support tiger conservation.



Throughout our field work, women expressed that they
would be stopped by the forest department from collecting
firewood, though to a lesser extent than men. They also stated
that they collected tendu, acchaar and fruits from the forest in
a manner that was sustainable and without damaging the trees.

Villagers we spoke to insisted that the adivasis have historic
ties with animals and a history of co-existence, and that they
are better placed to protect the forest land- “We are the first
inhabitants of this land, we know how to protect the forests. On
the other hand, the forest department is not even aware if the
land they have notified is theirs (referring to the orange area
conflict)”.

Anil Garg, an advocate with expertise in land laws, stressed
that the State, which purported to protect animals, was the same
State that had enabled the destruction of wildlife through hunting
laws, even after notifying national parks such as in Kanha. He
stresses that the result of this alienation of forest dwellers from
forests is that they no longer rise to protect the forest in cases
of forest fires, whereas historically adivasi populations have been
instrumental in preserving forest areas.

State infrastructure
and Social Security Systems

Lack of basic infrastructure, while simultaneously cutting
people off from their economic ties with the forest has meant
that people are often struggling with new cycles of poverty.
People displaced from Ukarpar and Jamun village, Tendukheda
block, Damoh moved without a proper relocation package.
The lack of residence proof is causing problems for accessing
government services like anganwadi, public distribution systems,
voter registration, all of which are over 10 km away from their new
residences. Children are unable to go to school.

CM'’s Jal Jivan Mission’s implementation has been stopped
in the villages which have been included in the notification, and
electricity has been cut off in villages where displacement is
nearly complete in order to coerce people into moving.
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Social and
Cultural Lives

In Aloni, the villagers rely on wells and do not have any tap
water. However, they have a school until Vilith grade and an
Anganwadi centre, which is critical to their social security.

In Richkudi, villagers reported that there was a lack of
teachers in the area and therefore, their children lacked access to
quality education. They were, therefore, worried about the future
of their children when forced away from their traditional forms of
sustenance.

Peoplein Sarrahave expressed concern about thisrelocation.
This script has already played out for some villagers who were
displaced from Lagrain 2015. Villagers said they were helpless but
to accept compensation because the villages were fully emptied
out. We met two brothers, who had relocated to Bamnoda after
Lagrawasincludedinthecorezone.TheyexpressedthatBamnoda
provided access to better roads, electricity, and connectivity. The
villages covered under the core zone vide the 2023 notification
have infrastructure facilities including hospitals, Public Works
Department roads, schools etc, and therefore, there are concerns
about relocation in these villages.

Forests are not just the site of the economic activity of these
villages. It is the centre of their cultural lives. The villages we
visited largely comprised communities of Raj Gond tribals. Many
of the villagers, who were already displaced, expressed their loss
of cultural ties. Residents from Ukarpar, for instance, described
that their burial grounds, their kuldevi (family goddesses) and
sacred sites were in the adjoining forests. They no longer had
access to these sites. The 8 families that remain there as well as
the families who have been scattered have lost access to their
community during festivities. In Putdehi, around 200 families had
left and around 52 families remained. Many of the houses were
broken as people scrambled to take their belongings. In Jhamara,
only 21 of some 150 families remained.

The residents of many of these villages- particularly in Aloni,
Putdehi and Richkudi- reported that they worship Badedeo, a
Gond ancestor in amorphic forms, who is worshipped through



Women's
Lives

saajh trees. They also worship Kher Mai/Kheri Mai, whose temples
are located within the village and Phulki Ma, who is worshipped in
the forest. R (name changed), of village Putdehi stated that they
would lose access to their heritage if they are compelled to leave.
They visited the forest 4-5 times a year for seasonal festivals
and worship. Relocation required culturally appropriate sites for
continued access to forests for rituals and worship. Some people
reported that they had moved their kuldevi or their family god
with them and placed them in a nearby forest at the site of their
relocation in Bamnoda. However, they had lost access to land
where they had been living in Lagra for countless generations. A
local leader said, “Our community is tied to the land. We worship
nature. We have nothing except our land. We are sustained by
the forest. If today, we are separated from the forest, we won't sit
quiet.Especially in Nauradehi, there are many villages that are
tied to the forest and miles away from any administration, any
government service"

In the field work, the research team saw very few
women participating in public meetings about the incoming
displacement. The women who were present largely covered
their heads, showing the deep influence of Sanskritization in
these belts. In Richkudi, though the tribal deities continued to be
worshipped, there was also an influence of caste-Hindu practices
and a consequent purdah culture that had taken root. However,
in Putdehi, we received insights from a women'’s fixed group
discussion. The women reported very long days of work, starting
with housework at 4 am, then going to the field and taking care of
cattle and only concluding their day at about 8 to 10 pm. Children
are looked after at the anganwadi centre, or smaller children are
taken with the women to the fields.

Putdehi has a school until VIlith grade. However, some
women in the village had stayed at a hostel in Maharajpur and
studied till Xllith grade. While the women in the village, mostly
Raj Gond adivasis, were well aware of their rights under the FRA
2006, they stated that they rarely found out about Gram Sabha
meetings. Men would visit Jhamara for work and may happen to
be there when a Gram Sabha meeting was going on.
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Uncertain Futures
and the Anxieties
of Displacement

Anxiety permeatesalarge portion of the conversations.
Residents of Sarra village stressed that their population will
die out if they are forced to move out of the jungle, since
their elderly have not seen anything outside the forest
environment. The introduction of tigers have created fears
about severing access to the forest and traditional ways
of life, accompanied by the increasing State restrictions
designed to coerce villages to "voluntarily” move out
of the villages to be relocated. Many ask, “where will we
go if they displace us?” There is a fear that villages in the
buffer zone will eventually be moved to the core zone and
people are grappling with the uncertainty about what the
future holds. Women and elders expressed anxiety about
the future of their children, in the absence of the social
structures that sustained childcare and their education
in traditional forms of farming that they have practiced
for generations. With lack of education or access to
vocational training, many people expressed the anxiety
that they would be pushed to exploitative forms of daily
wage labour. They also expressed worries about the lack of
access to land where they could build houses, teach their
children or conduct marriages and ritual ceremonies. The
ongoing and upcoming cycles of displacement, therefore,
create anxiety about the future and uncertainty about the
sustainability of their traditional ways of life.
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Conclusion

The findings of this report underscore the deep and
systemic injustices faced by adivasis and other forest dwelling
communities in the name of tiger conservation and broader
wildlife preservation efforts. These injustices stem not only from
state actions but also from the foundational design of laws and
policies on forest and wildlife conservation that have historically
prioritised control over empowerment, exclusion over inclusion,
and regimentation over coexistence.

Laws, by their very nature, can serve either as tools of
subjugation or as instruments of recognition and empowerment.
Our assessment of legal frameworks and policies affecting
adivasis and other forest dwelling communities reveals that
when laws are created without the involvement of the primary
stakeholders—those who have lived in harmony with nature
for generations—they fail both the people and the ecosystem.
Policies rooted in exclusionary and unscientific approaches to
conservation have proven detrimental to both human rights and
biodiversity.

Post-independence legal developments such as the
Wildlife Protection Act of 1972 and the Forest Conservation Act
of 1980, entrenched these colonial practices, continuing the
systemic alienation of forest-dwelling communities. Meanwhile,
progressive laws such as the Panchayats (Extension to Scheduled
Areas) Act 1996 and the Forest Rights Act 2006, have been
systematically undermined through poor implementation and
deliberate omission. The state’s simultaneous fortification of
forests and failure to enforce rights-protective laws reveal a
calculated design rather than a coincidence.



The flawed premise that humans and wildlife cannot coexist,
which underpins many contemporary conservation policies,
contradicts historical evidence. Adivasisand other forest dwelling
communities have long demonstrated sustainable coexistence
with forests and wildlife, serving as stewards of nature rather
than threats to it. This false presumption, however, has its roots in
colonial forest demarcation practices, which sought to displace
communities under the guise of conservation to facilitate
exploitation of natural resources. It is now evident in the manner
in which inviolate zones of Tiger Reserves are identified and
Critical Tiger Habitats notified under the WLPA 1972.

In examining cases such as the recent notifications around
the DurgawatiTiger Reserve, Madhya Pradesh it becomes evident
that what is presented as voluntary relocation of forest dwelling
communities by the NTCA, often constitutes illegal and forced
displacement. adivasis and other forest dwelling communities,
already deprived of their legal and customary rights, are
subjected to further displacement without accountability. Forest
departments, empowered by regressive policies, operate with
impunity, committing rights violations under the pretext of
conservation.

For instance, our research into the resettlement and
relocation of forest dwellers in the Nauradehi Sanctuary starkly
contrasts the government'’s claims of ‘voluntary relocation’ The
forced displacement of villages has been conducted in violation
of several key laws and policies, including the Forest Rights Act
(FRA) 2006, Wildlife Protection Act (WLPA) 1972, LARR 2013 and
the National Rehabilitation and Resettlement Policy of 2007.

One of the primary violations concerns the failure to
recognize the Individual Forest Rights (IFR) and Community
Forest Rights (CFR) of forest dwellers, a prerequisite under the
FRA 2006 and WLPA 1972 before any resettlement can occur
from Critical Tiger Habitats (CTHs). Despite the legal mandate,
these claims remain largely unsettled, and most villagers remain
unaware of their claim statuses. The introduction of the Van Mitra
App further exacerbates these issues by replacing the FRA's
community-based, participatory approach with an opaque,
technology-driven process that undermines transparency and
accountability.
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Additionally, Section 38V(5) of the WLPA 1972 requires
evidence that a community’s presence is causing irreversible
harm to wildlife before any relocation can occur. However, people
reported a complete lack of any discussion with them or the Gram
Sabhas on the feasibility of coexistence. People also reported
being unaware of meetings, and any so-called consent was
obtained through hasty, coercive procedures—contrary to the
law. These meetings, purported to approve relocation plans, were
conducted in a manner that lacked transparency, with no proper
discussion or consent in a language the villagers understood,
thus rendering the process a sham.This is a blatant violation of
the requirement for free, prior, and informed consent from the
affected villagers and Gram Sabhas. Moreover, the government'’s
claim of‘fair’and ‘voluntary’ consentis undermined by the threats,
harassment, and denial of basic services faced by people in
affected villages including encroachment by forest department
on fallow land for commercial plantations.

In addition, restrictions on access to minor forest produce,
grazing lands, and nistar lands continue to worsen villagers’
livelihoods. Forest dwellers are being denied essential resources,
such as Mahua, Tendu, and firewood, which are crucial to their
daily sustenance and income. The legal protections under FRA
2006, which prohibit such encroachments until claims are fully
processed, are being systematically ignored. The lack of effective
rehabilitation and resettlement under the LARR 2013 also
constitutes a significant violation.

The forced relocation of villages in the Nauradehi Sanctuary
represents a direct violation of numerous legal provisions meant
to protect the rights of forest-dependent communities. These
unlawful displacements, carried out under coercion and without
informed consent, amount to illegal evictions. The actions of
the Forest Department, which have consistently bypassed
established legal procedures, not only undermine the rights and
livelihoods of the affected communities but also damage the
ethical foundation of conservation practices.



The rights of adivasis and other forest dwelling communities
are not concessions granted by the state—they are pre-
constitutional, inalienable rights recognized and guaranteed
by the Constitution. Yet, the continued subjugation of these
communities, constituting 8.6% of the population, reflects a
broader failure of state policies. The persistent denial of basic
rights, the degradation of living standards, and the alienation
of communities from the forests they have nurtured are not
accidental; they are direct outcomes of deliberate state omissions
and commissions.

For conservation to truly succeed, it must move beyond the
colonial paradigm of exclusion and control. It must acknowledge
and restore the rightful role of adivasis and other forest dwelling
communities as natural custodians of biodiversity. Justice,
accountability, and an inclusive approach to conservation are not
just ethical imperatives—they are essential for the health of our
forests, wildlife, and humanity itself.

107



108



109



10



SRUTI

Society for Rural Urban & Tribal Initiative

IN THE NAME OF TIGER

A CASE STUDY OF DISPLACEMENT
IN DURGAWATI TIGER RESERVE,
MADHYA PRADESH

We look forward to your feedback and comments on

our report. You may direct all correspondence to:

SRUTI -Society for Rural Urban and Tribal Initiative,
303/4, Sona Apartment, Kaushalya Park, Hauz Khaz,
New Delhi - 110016

Email: core@sruti.org.in
Website: http://www.sruti.org.in/

Tel: 011-26569023, Fax: 011-26964946







