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Lovely, Dark & Deep?

State of forest report, even taken at face value, shows what’s wrong. Pell-mell
afforestation isn’t the answer

TOI Editorial

Health of forests is a critical indicator of the health of a nation, one that speaks to its future in an
elemental way. A nation not alive to the work of strengthening its forests is unconscionably deaf to
climate change warnings. This is why India State of Forest Reports draw so much attention. The latest
one assures that 22% of the country has forest cover. It says 2.29 billion tonnes of additional carbon sink
has already been reached, relative to our Paris commitment of carbon sink of 2.5 to 3 billion tonnes of
CO2 equivalent through additional forest and tree cover by 2030. Experts are heatedly debating the
report’s methodology choices. But even a straight reading of its data makes clear that complacency is not
an option at all.

For example, the decline in forest cover across eight mountain states is worrisome. In Uttarakhand, the
report shows 41% of its forest cover to be highly, very highly or extremely fire prone. It's also the state
with the most fire incidences in the 2023-24 season. The cause is human factors combined with
persistent hotter and drier weather. Mitigation is entirely in human hands. From empowering the van
panchayats to putting the reins on construction activity, there is so much govts should do with urgency,
which they are barely doing.

Tripura is the worst affected. The report highlights that a rapid expansion of rubber plantations means
they now cover 12% of the state’s geographical area and 16% of its total forest area. Rubber gives fast-
growing commercial bounty. But what does it take away? Biodiversity and ecological balance. As Suzanne
Simard’s book Finding the Mother Tree explains, life in old-growth forests is infinitely richer, more
resilient, more carbon dense, and still sequestering great medical wisdoms that we are yet to discover.
She advises policymakers to focus resource extraction where this loss has already occurred. The Tripura
story is not unique. Several states continue to ride the compensatory afforestation bandwagon pell-mell.
One day we will surely repent. But what’s being destroyed is beyond our ability to recreate.
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Canary in the canopy

Economic growth cannot be allowed to bypass environment laws
Editorial

Through history, forests for humans have been sites of shelter,
food, livelihoods, protection, and strength of spirit. According to
the new India State of Forest Report 2023, 25% of India’s land is
covered by forests or trees, on its face a healthy figure and a step
closer to the National Forest Policy’s prescriptions. But big
numbers always hide problems. Post-Independence, India’s
forest governance has been typified by attempts to break free
from European colonialists’ insular view of forests as sources of
ma™s timber, codified in laws the country inherited. Two significant
achievements in this regard were the Forest (Conservation) Act
1980 and the Forest (Rights) Act 2006. The counteracting forces
of industrial development and the pressures of climate change on the state have however troubled the
implementation of both Acts and the government has, sadly, chosen the easy way out.

Courts and conservationists have demanded that the state follow the dictionary definition of forests
whereas the administration has been muddying it to exclude “community” forests, among others, while
including plantations and orchards. Even if the administration’s impetus is murky, it is allowing India to
claim it is growing its carbon sink towards its climate commitments while allowing developmental
activities to continue unimpeded. Thus, the 25% figure hides forest cover loss in the biodiverse Western
Ghats, the Nilgiris and the northeast, the shrinking of mangroves in the Kutch and the Andamans, and of
‘moderately dense’ forests and the ongoing endangerment of open natural ecosystems. The report also
lacks details about whether its estimates of the carbon sequestration potential of degraded land account
for the specific uses to which they are currently being subjected. Forest loss in biodiverse areas cannot be
adjusted with new plantations elsewhere, the consequences of which are exacerbated by the decision to
include even commercial plantations, which have lower sequestration and ecological value, and the
continued use of the Compensatory Afforestation Fund Act. Indeed, the growing gap between theoretical
and actual forests also extends to finances. In several northern districts, the extent of forest cover that
suffered fire losses has increased by an order of magnitude in two years. Ground reports by The Hindu
have documented a paucity of human resources, skill, and equipment to control fires. Economic growth is
essential and trees will be lost, but this is precisely why the friction that laws impose on the growth
impulse is essential too. Yet, the government has been weakening environmental safeguards — more
recently, the Forest (Conservation) Amendment Act 2023 further contracted the 1980 Act’s purview —
and distorting its official inventory of forests. It is hard to imagine anyone winning in the end.
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India’s ‘steel frame’ does need a check

Persistent challenges within the Indian Administrative Service and the wider
bureaucracy have highlighted the urgent need for administrative reforms

Vinod Bhanu, [ Vinod Bhanu is the Director of the Centre for Legislative Research and Advocacy,
New Delhi |

India’s governance challenges demand urgent reforms to modernise its bureaucracy. The country’s
economic story, which is marked by significant strides in growth and innovation, is juxtaposed with
enduring issues of income inequality, underinvestment in critical sectors, and bureaucratic inefficiency.
Central to this narrative is the Indian Administrative Service (IAS), which has for long held sway over the
nation’s governance. However, persistent challenges within the IAS and the wider bureaucracy have
highlighted the urgent need for administrative reforms to unlock India’s true economic potential.

The legacy and challenges of the IAS

The IAS, often called India’s “steel frame”, traces its origins to the colonial Indian Civil Service (ICS). Post-
Independence, it became the backbone of India’s administrative machinery, with officers occupying
pivotal roles in governance. Yet, this legacy has not been without its cracks. Political interference, lack of
specialisation, and outdated personnel practices have gradually eroded its effectiveness.

One of the pressing issues is the politicisation of the IAS. Frequent transfers, suspensions, and
promotions influenced by political loyalty rather than merit, have undermined morale and
professionalism. Officers often struggle to develop domain expertise due to frequent rotations across
departments, preventing them from becoming effective policy specialists in an increasingly complex
governance landscape.

Corruption and inefficiency plague the bureaucracy further. According to the World Bank’s measure of
government effectiveness, India ranks only moderately, reflecting the poor quality of policy
implementation and administrative independence. Without reform, these systemic inefficiencies threaten
to stymie India’s economic growth and governance objectives.

Executive-led governance in India, characterised by centralised decision-making, has yielded mixed
results. While it has facilitated rapid economic reforms and infrastructure development, it has also led to
bottlenecks in policy implementation and a lack of accountability. The centralised power structure often
sidelines bureaucrats’ insights and expertise, reducing their ability to act as effective policy executors.

Under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s leadership, the government has attempted to address some of
these shortcomings by curbing politicised transfers and introducing measures to enhance bureaucratic
accountability. However, critics argue that centralising power in the Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) risks
undermining the autonomy of senior bureaucrats, leading to further disempowerment of the IAS.
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The need for administrative reforms in India is not new. Since Independence, over 50 commissions and
committees have been tasked with reimagining the country’s administrative apparatus. The First
Administrative Reforms Commission (ARC) in 1966 and subsequent commissions, have consistently
emphasised the need for specialisation, accountability, and merit-based promotions within the
bureaucracy.

The Second ARC, set up in 2005, laid out a blueprint for administrative reforms. It included
recommendations for lowering the permissible age of entry into the civil services, introducing
performance-based promotions and lateral entry, and establishing safeguards against arbitrary transfers.
However, many of these recommendations remain unimplemented, stalled by bureaucratic inertia and
political resistance.

Government’s push for reform

Recognising the limitations of the [AS-centric administrative model, the Modi government has sought to
diversify governance by introducing lateral entry into senior bureaucratic positions. This move is aimed
at bringing domain experts from the private sector and other government services into key policymaking
roles, infusing fresh perspectives and specialised knowledge.

Since 2018, the central government has pursued lateral recruitment to bring individuals with specialised
knowledge and domain expertise into specific assignments. By 2023, this initiative saw the appointment
of 57 officers, many of whom were drawn from the private sector, reflecting a deliberate effort to infuse
fresh talent and perspectives into governance. The Union Public Service Commission (UPSC) recently
advertised 45 posts for lateral entry, including positions for Joint Secretaries and Directors across various
ministries. This shift has disrupted the IAS’s traditional dominance, with only 33% of Joint Secretaries at
the Centre now belonging to the IAS, compared to near-total dominance a decade ago.

However, the lateral entry initiative has faced resistance. Critics, including retired civil servants, argue
that it could undermine incumbent morale and distort promotion incentives. Opposition parties have also
voiced concern about the lack of reservation provisions for marginalised groups in these appointments.
The Modi government’s recent U-turn on lateral entry appointments, reportedly due to political pressure
from political allies, underscores the contentious nature of this reform.

The U.S.s proposed Department of Government Efficiency (DOGE), under U.S. President-elect Donald
Trump, offers an intriguing model for reforming India’s administrative apparatus. DOGE aims to
streamline government operations, reduce inefficiency, and eliminate redundant agencies, all while
leveraging the expertise of leaders such as Elon Musk and Vivek Ramaswamy.

DOGE’s focus on cutting wasteful expenditures and introducing accountability mechanisms resonates
with the challenges faced by the Indian bureaucracy. A similar advisory body in India could help identify
inefficiencies within the civil service, promote data-driven decision-making, and develop metrics to
assess bureaucratic performance. A time-bound commission, such as the DOGE’s expiration date tied to
the U.S. semi-quincentennial, could also ensure that reform initiatives remain focused and actionable.

Challenges to reform

Reforming India’s bureaucracy is no small task. Despite its flaws, the IAS remains deeply entrenched in
the country’s governance structure. Proposals for lateral entry, performance-based promotions, and
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specialised training often face resistance from within the service, where seniority-based progression and
generalist approaches are deeply institutionalised. Political interference further complicates reform
efforts. Proposals such as the Civil Services Standards, Performance, and Accountability Bill (2010),
which sought to protect bureaucrats from arbitrary transfers, have languished in legislative limbo. Even
judicial interventions, such as the Supreme Court of India’s directive to establish civil services boards in
2013, have had limited impact due to lack of enforcement.

A multifaceted approach to administrative reform is vital to address the challenges of India’s
bureaucracy. Recruitment must prioritise merit and domain expertise, with promotions tied to
measurable performance rather than seniority. Protecting bureaucrats from politically motivated
transfers and fostering specialisation in policymaking roles would enhance accountability and efficiency.
Further, the government should invest in a robust data infrastructure to track bureaucratic performance,
enabling informed decisions on placements, promotions, and policy implementation. Reform is essential
for India’s economic aspirations and ensuring governance effectively serves its people.
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aell & =R, fAder, S, &, geaT, wareey, R diedfah, dwhfa afga afay aEt # 3o gfausha
HET H AL 2 U W T WENF AR F Fed AN SR ¥, 39 ALI-qd (IRd @ qReH
Uﬁl’ﬂ)ﬁﬂé’m@rqéu 3R Ao ?%I@Wﬁ,mmmmmﬁmgm
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¢ AR vk &Y Yoy & e W §, a9 dg F @ JHE RAURS- Wit & o, goRer 3R KT &
Y 75 eeh & afts FoY AT H &TAT HRA H FHealfadd Thdr & IR H 9gd IS Fecl &l

a¥ 2020 & el Hohe AR 3Hk Stg ST HiY IMHAGAT & deT §U MY § a6 Aherd 7 o g
SH Wil HHAT | ISl B Ig Al T AseR AT TR1 foF 3R S FRasdr & HROT E 39
Red 9l & 3| 7S oo & AT Tg T FAgcaqul Fesilias Siid @l 2020 & & #Rd Hr Fufa Fose
A & I d& areafas =0T War W afEufa sgrer FEr 81 Siicll, J9 de gfauaiy aeel & 9iAeg glel
@IS HeTAAT A §1 Ig GO § b SET HRAT W o WAT W IO Eufd sew @, agr Al
el 8 AEfAs HaT dTell 6T Acisidd, el HT 9T TG SeelaAT TS|

R A A T 9RA o od qAF ¥ Faried @A & U {EY & 13d e & fov @Asitar f&an sa
gasia & RAT & 33 986 9T IR AT 8 Jo 37 @ dad & hagld @cq X aml s8a AR
TTAHAT A8 ARy 3R Al aeeufa off S &t §0 & e T 9 I # 9gell R HAA-TTH a1d
A 1 Al o &7 Sea@ely § & 2020 H Irelaie] T H Uh Goll T A HS Hfolew AN AT 9,
foras SROT Il TR dehdl & gfausha Redl # geara 3R aifadyr der g o= arl sl 3mshHEeRar
HRAT STl T ANEER o Y, safdv A TWHR o TCd TS ol & TIT TAH 3R & A1 agi H
W@elr 336 A g HY fear ar AR Arera Aifsar o Recie W o ufasy oem Gar an| 3FAe § iR AT
T 7 3O Red T @ qdad gl w3 S|

grefifen, et 3 9T & Iaeh Feul A T f sRAR § 3R AT Hr Agcariat & 9 dREw
TR W AR &1 HY GTAAT S FAIIA Sl Tl &1 A W 379 37 0 3 foig 8, Saver o fSaifdar &
3hTAG AMA- Afd gar ¢ Thal gl Eelifeh, TUTHAT A & DT o TearaKr Aifd & @ae s
ASGT ¥ YT @M ¢ 3N 58 AHer H g qaddl TUARGT & gl 3t FAolgd ol 3T &, T o
PeT W AR R H 3cqaed U FAR FI S0 g5 ¢ Ao g ast & e F @ry gA N 3w
aa?r%,aaﬁ:ﬁuﬁaamgm%lmmgﬁ@mml

9T & AU A HRT T FAGg FA dTell al dihd AR AR & §1 3 el oA & HY FHEHT
fAfid F& # ARG T T & Gl @M §, Sl Lehe T T 3HACT & d1g ¥ & T Sl 3 Teh-
g & T@eh &1 $H Aol R~ ARG TG 3T Fel 8, gTelifch AR G8IF & AT #T 3YS-qUA, Th
o 3reEmaardy Aar 1 gcar f HRAT AT F HRAT FR&T Tolel F AR g & 3RdT & FHRor Rech
ﬁgﬁ;ama?ﬁaﬁaﬁl 37, 37 TEY § TF @IST g13° H Sidles ¢9 T agdT & JTY 9dr {di &r
T @ &It & I@r e

W a1 & & A1y Redl A, o WA oA H AR G ST Sof B b de TUTAHAT o ggelr e
I & T ¥ @& I 389 gfauaiy Red 3R AT gUl T AR I F ST FAS g0 FAC @A
3R ToNfas ardl & fIT Jeae e detll 3@ #T gH wiFer e g1 afe O ohel e H FAC
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A H Fhol 8 S & R AT e g8 WA WK T & T Fo g T H GhA g Sd g, o 7S
feeeh # aga He® siqger ARl Fe G B

AR T ATE $H el T §31 STeohl T2 & oM, Sfd AY gl H 30 # o H1 a7 ge
feaeh 3feleret & ST STIeCRT BISAT ST AT & HNY HRA IRT AT ¢ Recdl F @S §U Ig HI4
ST ST 3§ & o & aRacqeT & dre @S feeel 3R e & deul A 3Y-gue AU HARA WHR H
3T @ 3T AR FANEN s ¥ sER qive i, w3 smelerlt & fov sl Ge g3m gl o
Fo 7R § SR gt & e far 3R AR W gHe i geensit A o kAt ot & HAsiqd FHifSiR
Hatl & G A STel g1 &% ¢, §AR fAU agi gelfaan a¢ 18 €, Fifh g 30 gfeior viRiarg wgaiaat
& Iy G YING FelTT IWAT I8 & a9, 39 T ATecd, Aol o 3T & ¢t & Ty gAR et
H e 35 gl

T 2024 # AR & dRG®w ofd gk To §, Fifh 75 ool o G cHaedr H A9 & ALl &
W & TT-ATY Telldel T13Y, AT ARG faqor fir ars a4 o7 off aher gar@ fomar| 3ifRerrer e &
foT R 3T Tk FgcaqOT HPMER &1 §F TAE ST T 37T IR R foham &1 <Ife gAR 918 SgT
AR A g, ST g3 el dRaeh ofd i Al ellel 1 A SART W1 A1
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