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Don’t Hide Under Forest Cover
Debi Goenka, The writer is executive trustee, Conservation Action Trust

The Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers
(Recognition of Forest Rights) Act, 2006 (FRA), was enacted in 2007. It
was meant to undo the “historic injustice to forest dwelling
communities” and was meant to recognise pre-existing forest rights
only as on December 13, 2005. The Act covers not just tribal
populations but also ‘other forest dwellers’.

Only those actually occupying forest land as on December 13, 2005, are eligible to be granted rights as
per this law. Further, people belonging to the Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (OTFD) category — non-
tribals who form the bulk of the claimants — have to establish a continuous 75-year occupation for
eligibility.

On February 13, 2019, the Supreme Court issued a landmark order to ensure the protection of forests
that have been severely affected due to ineligible or bogus claimants under FRA. The order states that all
persons whose claims have been rejected after following due process laid down in FRA, need to be
evicted.

Under FRA, a detailed process is required to be followed for validating or rejecting any claim. The first
layer of scrutiny is done by the gram sabha. No forest officer, wildlife or environmental NGO is part of this
process. Neither is the ministry of environment and forests involved. If a claim is rejected by the gram
sabha, the appeal lies with a committee held at the sub-divisional level. A further appeal can be made to a
third committee chaired by the district collector. Importantly, there is no provision for appeal against the
final order of this committee.

As per the September 2018 statement compiled by the ministry of tribal affairs based on data provided
by the state governments, 42 lakh claims over forest lands, including within national parks, sanctuaries
and other protected areas, were filed by tribals and OTFDs. Based on these claims, 18,89,835 titles have
been granted over 72,23,132 hectares of forest land. These forests have been given mainly to individuals,
as well as to communities in bits and pieces across the country. This has led not just to diversion of forest
lands for agriculture but also in the fragmentation of forest areas, national parks and sanctuaries.

However, the Supreme Court has not examined the authenticity of these claims — neither the ones that
have been accepted, nor the ones rejected. All that it has said is that those claimants who have been found
ineligible after multiple scrutiny as provided under the FRA need to be removed.

Typically, in a village, landless labourers comprise the majority. They depend on the ‘common lands’ and
adjacent forestlands for fuel, fodder, minor forest produce, etc, for their survival. If individual titles are
granted on these lands, these poorest of the poor will lose an important asset on which they currently
survive. Studies carried out using satellite imagery have shown that areas that contained forests in 2006
have been systematically opened up for agriculture. However, the Supreme Court has ignored this, and
has only required state governments to remove those whose claims have been rejected.
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The apex court also directed that where the verification process is pending, the concerned state shall do
the needful within four months from the day of its order, and the latter will have to submit their reports
to the court. The Forest Survey of India (FSI) has also been asked to carry out a satellite survey and place
on record encroachment positions, and also state the positions after the evictions, as far as possible. This
order has become embroiled in politics. But at the end of the day, we must decide whether we can
continue to destroy our forests. This is not an issue of ‘tigers vs tribals’. It's an issue of how we can
guarantee water security for 125 million of our citizens. For, without forests, there will be no water.

THE TIMES OF INDIA Date: 02-03-19

Failed Summit In Hanoi

Pyongyang earns de facto recognition as a nuclear weapon state without giving much
Nayan Chanda is a US-based journalist who writes columns for TOI.

A sombre looking Donald Trump boarded Air Force One in Hanoi on Thursday afternoon to begin his 20-
hour return journey to a joyless Washington. His attempts to cajole North Korea’s young dictator to give
up his nuclear weapons collapsed spectacularly. The scheduled signing of a joint declaration was
cancelled and the elaborate lunch table at the Metropole Hotel lay abandoned.

The president has himself to blame for the predictable diplomatic fiasco: He said he had to walk away
from the talks as Kim demanded the complete withdrawal of UN sanctions as his price for partial
dismantlement of his country’s nuclear weapons facilities. Trump’s failure under the harsh spotlight of
several thousand members of the international press was magnified by his pre-summit hype about
striking a deal with his “friend” Kim Jong-un.

Trump had recently boasted that his threats of “fire and fury” forced Kim the little Rocket Man to come to
the negotiating table. Since the first summit meeting in Singapore last June, Trump had switched to
flattering Kim (“We fell in love”) and promising an economic opening to the country once it gave up its
nuclear weapons. Trump convinced himself that his deal making savvy, combining bullying and flattery
and dangling prospects of beautiful beach resorts, would be enough to bring about denuclearisation.

Kim certainly egged Trump on by writing flattering missives about the potential of their blossoming
relationship. Trump showed visitors the “beautiful letters” Kim had written to him as proof of his special
bond. So convinced was Trump of getting Kim to do a deal that White House aides quietly encouraged
Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe to pre-emptively nominate their boss for the Nobel Peace Prize.

Trump, neither a student of history nor a leader with any appetite for alternate viewpoints, failed to
appreciate that the Kim dynasty does not view nuclear weapons as discretionary assets. They constitute
an existential guarantee of security, one obtained through decades of hardship and danger.
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Kim might be willing to eventually forego his ballistic missile capability to hit North America in exchange
for US recognition of his regime and North Korea’s status as a nuclear weapon state. But Kim viewed the
grisly fate of Libya’s Muammar Gaddafi as a cautionary tale against rushing to dismantle his own
clandestine nuclear weapon programme.

To be fair, few outside the White House were optimistic about Trump’s prospects for succeeding where
so many of his predecessors failed. American leaders have plenty of cautionary tales of their own when it
comes to dealing with Pyongyang. North Korea has been dusting off and updating its core strategy -
demanding financial incentives in exchange for scrapping elements of its nuclear programme - dating
back more than 30 years.

The last US administration to pursue a grand bargain had no better luck than Trump in Hanoi. Voicing his
frustration at North Korea’s maddeningly familiar approach to nuclear negotiations, then secretary of
defence Robert Gates grumbled back in 2009, “I'm tired of buying the same horse twice.” In his dealings
with Trump, Kim Jong-un tried to sell America the same proverbial horse for the third time, offering to
shut down the nuclear reactor at Yongbyon if the US lifted all sanctions, which it refused to do. (North
Koreans later claimed that they agreed to permanently close the Yongbyon facility if the US partially lifted
the sanctions.) North Korea also assured the US that it would not conduct future missile or nuclear tests.

Some observers speculate that competing factions within the US team contributed to the collapse of talks.
Absent purported pressure from secretary of state Mike Pompeo and national security adviser John
Bolton, Trump may well have accepted the North Korean offer and claimed it as a great victory. Bolton
had recommended pre-emptive attack on North Korea only months before taking the White House job.
Trump may also be feeling constrained by developments on the domestic political front: just this past
week, he has faced growing Congressional opposition to his declaration of a national emergency to build
a wall along the Mexican border, the potential endgame of the two-year special counsel probe into
Russian collusion, as well as explosive allegations from his former personal lawyer Michael Cohen.

Admitting failure in the nuclear talks would hand ammunition to his critics, hence Trump’s odd effort to
portray the collapse of negotiations as a temporary setback that highlights his toughness as a negotiator.
He claimed that his relationship with Kim is strong, but that “sometimes you have to walk, and this was
just one of those times”. He said, “And one of the things, importantly, Chairman Kim promised me last
night is, regardless, he’s not going to do testing of rockets and nuclear.”

Although Trump was keen to present the Hanoi bust as a mere bump in the road, it is unlikely that he
would have another attempt at such a summit before the 2020 presidential election. Failure in Hanoi not
only crushes his dreams of a Nobel peace prize but also deprives him of bragging rights in ‘fixing’ the
North Korea problem that bedevilled so many of his predecessors.

Kim, on the other hand, earned de facto recognition as a nuclear weapon state able to command summits
with the all-powerful US president. There is nothing to prevent him from adding to his nuclear arsenal
estimated between 30 and 60. As Air Force One accelerated down the runway at Hanoi airport, the
diplomatic scoreboard flashed: Kim 1, Trump O.
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