
The Scheduled Tribes & Other Traditional Forest Dwellers  
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 

 

A Strategy for Tomorrow 
 
 
On 31

st
 December, the Tribal Affairs Ministry of the Government of India notified the Forest Rights 

Act 2006 and the Rules were also published along with. This will facilitate the implementation of the 

provisions of this Act at the grassroots level. It is indeed an important occasion for those struggling for 

forest rights, an occasion for which all the forest dependent communities and other groups in the 

struggle were waiting for so eagerly. The fact that the Act was put in to the cold storage for a year even 

after the Parliament passed it and the Honourable President gave his nod, was fast becoming another 

betrayal of these deprived communities. 

 

During this one year, an influential lobby of the so called wildlife lovers and the officials of the forest 

department, tried to constantly mislead the forest communities saying that the Act will not be notified. 

To make matters worse, the forest department in league with some feudal forces, engineered attacks on 

these communities. The objective was to keep the forest dependent communities on tenter hooks, at 

their whims and fancies, so that they do not even think of raising the issue of their rights. This amply 

indicates that the Historical Injustices that the Parliament admitted in the preamble to the Act will 

continue. The language of the Government is loud and clear, the transfer of power in the forest areas of 

India will not be smooth. 

 

This is the ultimate challenge in the forceful implementation of the Forest Rights Act. The forest 

people and their mass organisations have to play the leading role in the campaign to take the Act to the 

masses. The Government is bad, but the forest people and their mass organisations no longer want to 

be fooled by depending upon the bureaucracy and the babudom. 

 

Though the Notified Rules of the Act are more or less consonant with the spirit of the Act, they reflect 

some contradictions too on some counts. For example, the Gram Sabha has been bestowed with the 

responsibility of constituting the Forest Rights Committee (FRC), but the Gram Panchayat has been 

imposed in the process. There is ample scope for the vested interests to manipulate given the fact that 

the Panchayat has been given the authority to call the meeting of the Gram Sabha. Most of the Gram 

Panchayats are dominated by the powerful lobby while the poor have a marginal representation. In the 

circumstances, there is every chance of interference by the feudals, the contractors and the musclemen 

in the constitution of the Forest Rights Committee. Where it is known to all that in most of the Gram 

Panchayats, there is no genuine representation of the villagers, to provide them with such an authority, 

is an effort to create further complexities. The provision leading to the women’s participation in the 

FRC creates more complications. It has been mentioned that FRC should at least have one-third of its 

members as women; in the same vein, it also says that where there is no member from the scheduled 

tribes, at least one-third of its members should be women! The District Panchayat is authorized to 

nominate three Panchayat members from the Block or Tehsil level Panchayat in the Sub-divisional 

Committee, when it should have been the prerogative of the Block or Tehsil Committee so that the 

process remains democratic and transparent. Representation of the people’s organisations both in the 

State level Monitoring Committee and the District Level Committee should have been mandatory to 

influence the activities of the Committees from a pro-people perspective. Otherwise these will remain 

dominated and controlled by the officials.  

 

Where the spectre of antagonism between the forest dependent communities and the forest department 

and the local political power is inevitable, and the role of the government officials and their 

subservient attitude to the feudal powers are well known, it is all the more important that these issues 
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are urgently clarified and corrected (revised). Besides these, there are some critical issues left pending 

in this Act which needs to be incorporated immediately. Such as the cut off date of three generations 

for the Other Traditional Forest Dwellers, ensuring rightful participation of women and the primacy of 

the Gram Sabha. When this Act was tabled in the Rajya Sabha, the Honourable Minister in-charge of 

Tribal Affairs had given an assurance to the Members in this regard. It is, therefore, necessary to 

communicate with the Parliament Members so that such specific amendments could be brought in the 

forthcoming budget session of the Parliament. 

 

The second big challenge is to inform the forest dependent communities adequately about their rights 

as enshrined in the Act and the Rules and processes involved, and to make them aware of the need for 

a collective effort to implement the Act. Most of the forest dependent communities and a lot of groups 

working on forest issues are not well informed about the Act and the Rules. The forest department and 

the wildlife groups are taking chance of this lacunae to spread all kinds of misinformation – the 

National Parks and Sanctuaries are outside the purview of this Act; the scheduled tribes are the only 

beneficiaries of this Act.  Of course, the common people are being misled and an air of uncertainty 

prevails among them. Therefore, it is an imminent task for the movement groups to reach the right 

information in a simple language to the communities. 

 

It is known to all that in most of the forest areas, the communities are not organised and suffer from the 

domination of the forest department and the mafias. During the last one year, starting from the day 

when the Act was passed, the forest people have been facing constant attack on them and since January 

1, 2008 when the Act was notified, the intensity has increased. It is clear that the conflict will intensify 

in the days to come. A just solution of this conflict is possible when the forest people organize 

themselves and launch a powerful struggle to achieve not only the rights incorporated in the Forest 

Rights Act but also for other fundamental Constitutional and democratic rights. This inevitable conflict 

should be seen in a positive manner where the dream of a true independence in the forest areas can be 

realized and the key to it lies in the organised strength of the community. For that the most important 

objective of the Forest Rights Campaign will be to establish organisations of the forest people and 

strengthen them. Inter-organization coordination is also very important in this respect. Even a strong 

forest rights struggle has often limited itself to the local level, thus not being able to spread its 

influence at the national and state levels. It is, therefore, critical to develop the required coordination 

between the forest rights organisations, especially between the regional mass originations. 

 

The role of those organisations involved in the struggle for forest rights will be crucial. The mass 

organisations taking up the campaigns on human rights, especially women’s organisations, dalit and 

adivasi groups, workers unions, etc.have to be involved. Since the forest rights Act has now become a 

civil rights issue, the role of the civil society is very important. All these aspects came up in the Delhi 

meeting of October 29-30, 2007.  We have to take concrete steps on those aspects. 

 

In forest areas, especially in the Himalayan region, women’s participation in forest related work is 

much more. It is, therefore, necessary to give more focus on the role of women in the implementation 

of the Act. In this regard, in August 2007, the workshop of women’s organisations had come out with 

some very valuable suggestions. These have not been incorporated in the Rules. There were some 

effective suggestions such as equal representation of women in FRC, Sub-divisional, District and State 

level Committees, where their representation is inadequate. Where female population is more, their 

representation should be adequately reflected. The Rules are silent on the status of single women and 

widows. Their rights need to be established and their rights can only be established through the 

strengthening of the community process. Normally, the status of women in families is not that strong; 

therefore, the Rules should include special rights for them. At every level, women need separate 

platforms/fora. These suggestions need to be discussed at length in the Consultation and should be 

incorporated in the future programme. 
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The role of the dalit organisations in the implementation of this Act is equally important. Since a 

misinformation campaign is on that the Act is only for the scheduled tribes, there is every possibility of 

the dalits being alienated from this process. Participation of the Dalits who command a sizable number 

among the workers eking out livelihood from the forests, is a must for the successful implementation 

of the Forest Rights Act. 

 

There will be efforts to mobilize organisations of various hues and colours in the campaign leading to a 

lot of ideological and organizational debates. The process of a healthy debate among the active 

organisations of the campaign has to be strengthened. That will also give a direction and strengthen the 

long tem struggle. There is, therefore, a need to give primacy to the ideological struggle in the 

movement.  

 

Today, the struggle for forest rights is not a struggle of the forest rights organisations only; it is an 

important part of the massive democratic movement where mass participation is critical; where the 

mass organisations of the forest dependent communities will be in the centre. Whether it is within the 

forest department, in the official circles or among the forest rights organisations, separate debates are 

going on currently at different levels. It is important to critically look at the outcome of these debates 

so that the forest rights campaign can move forward with a right perspective towards establishing 

community governance in the forests. That will be the true independence of the forest based 

communities.  

 

To discuss all these issues, on February 24 and 25, 2008, a National Consultation is being organised in 

Delhi where various peoples’ organisations and movements struggling for the rights of forest 

dependent adivasis and other deprived communities will come together. An effort will be made to 

arrive at a future strategy keeping in mind the implementation of the Forest Rights Act at a grassroot 

level and the challenges arising out of these realities. Representatives of political parties and mass 

movements have been invited in this Consultation so that significant steps towards implementation of 

the forest rights Act could be taken both in the Parliament and at a national level. Your presence and 

participation is critical. 

 

The venue of the Consultation is Indian Social Institute, Lodi Institutional Area, New Delhi. 

 

Proposed agenda: 

 

• Discussion on the political situation 

 

• Discussion on the regional situations 

 

• Dialogue with the political representatives and other mass movements 

 

• Future strategy (long term and short term) 

 

 


