Forest Rights Act

Name of the Initiative: Implementation of Forest Rights Act in Kandhamal District.

1. Introduction:

The ST & Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights) Act,2006 and Rules,2007 came into force with effect from 01.01.2008 after receipt of the assent of the President of India. The aim of this Act is to recognize Forest Rights of all eligible STs & Other Traditional Forest Dwellers who are in occupation of Forest land prior to 13.12.2005 (though with different cut offs for both groups). The rights under the act includes right to hold and live in the Forest land  under the individual or common occupation for habitation, self-cultivation, right of ownership, access to use or dispose off MFPs, community rights for use or entitlements such as fishing in water bodies, grazing etc.
Under the Act steps were taken for formation of District Level Committee, Sub-Divisional Level Committee and Forest Rights Committee at village Level through conduct of Palli Sabha in 2008 in Kandhamal district. But due to prevailing law and order situation and then conduct of general election, proper emphasis could not be given to implementation of the same. The actual process at village level started only in June,2009 after preparation of  a detailed plan of action. This involved well laid out  steps for collection of applications, survey of Forest Land, conduct of Palli Sabha, preparation of records and distribution of titles to the eligible claimants in a time bound manner.

2. Target Group:  
Target group is members of Scheduled Tribe Community and also those belonging to Other Traditional Forest Dwellers, as per the provisions of the Act. Special focus was given to recognize Forest Rights in favour of primitive groups i.e. Kutia Kondh in the district.

3. Process :
Kandhamal district has 12 Block comprising of 153 GPs and 2414 villages. Most of the villages are located in hilly and inaccessible areas. Therefore, it was essential that a detailed planning is undertaken to ensure that neither a village nor any households in a village is left out of the purview of implementation of the Forest Rights Act. The planning in the Kandhamal district has following features:

(1) Tehsil was taken as unit of planning, monitoring and implementation and Tehsildar was made the nodal person for implementation of the Act in the district. It was his responsibility to ensure survey, prepare documents and coordinate with various departments at Block level during implementation.

(2) The implementation was taken up GP-wise/village-wise i.e. to say the applications were not randomly collected but an effort was made to cover one GP at a time. In the G.P. being covered, it was ensured that each and every village is covered and at least members of Scheduled Tribe Communities are aware of the provisions of the act. To ensure same, village-wise list of ST households was also given to Tehsildars for reference.

(3) Though the act envisages that people themselves will apply  for recognition of their rights and Forest Rights Committee will conduct field enquiries and will take up  record keeping but it was seen that because of low level of literacy, low awareness and technicalities of legal process, this was not possible without full support of field administration. Therefore, field level teams under supervision of RIs and Amins were formed and they visited and facilitated process of implementation of the Act.

(4) Implementation involves close coordination between ST & SC Development Department, Revenue Department, Panchayati Raj Department and Forest & Environment Department. Therefore, it was essential to clearly define their roles, duties and responsibilities. For instance, BDOs were responsible for various activities related to Palli Sabhas and for helping Tehsildars in resolution of disputes, if any, but it was Tehesildar who was primarily responsible for over all implementation of the Act.

(5)  As the process involves conferring legal rights, it was essential that process and case documentation is of highest possible order. To streamline the same a manual detailing model guidelines, model individual case records, model common records for the village etc. was prepared and circulated to all concerned.

(6) Forest Rights Cells were opened at Sub-Divisional Level and District Level. These cells worked under the direct supervision of concerned Sub-Collectors and Project Administrator, ITDA, Phulbani, respectively. One of the Deputy Collector was assigned the responsibility for exclusively monitoring this work  on daily basis. These cells were properly staffed and other resources such as computers etc. were adequately supplied. For instance, District Level Forest Rights Cell had a full fledged computer centre, lamination cell, checking and record maintenance unit etc.

(7) Extra staff was deployed for the work. It is pertinent to mention here that a large number of staffs from Collectorate and Sub-Collectorate Offices were engaged almost exclusively, for at least one year, for this work. This had a negative impact on functioning and implementation of some other matters but as implementation of Forest Rights Act was one time affair and very important for district, it was not a big price to pay. 

(8) Special care was taken for preparation of records. 05 copies of titles were prepared along with 02 copies of maps. The beneficiary was given one copy of title alongwith a copy of map, which was properly laminated.

(9) A data base management system in M.S.Excel was prepared by D.I.O,NIC, Collectorate, Kandhamal. This system helped in preparation of a consolidated data base of all the beneficiaries and has all relevant information. On the basis of this, detailed proceedings indicating name, father’s name, spouse name, village, Forest Range, Block, Forest Division, Khata No., Plot No., Area, Kisam of land etc. for each and every beneficiary could be prepared.

(10) Continuous monitoring at weekly intervals at District level and by holding a review meeting of Tehsildars on fortnightly basis helped in better performance.

4. Other Issues:
(a) Extensive Training and capacity building programmes for officers, field staff, PRIs, members of community were undertaken.

(b) NGOs were involved as partners and they had a role to play, specially in difficult areas like Daringbadi.

(c) All Panchayat Samiti Chairpersons, Sarpanches, PRI members were sensitized on various provisions of the law and various processes being followed. This helped in reaching out to the community.

(d) Large number of retired/retrenched R.I/ Amins/ Clerical Staff were engaged on contractual basis and deployed in different Tehsils for this purpose.

(e) Youth were mobilized and engaged in implementation of the Act. This became very helpful in areas which are under the threat of Left Wing Extremists (LWE).

5. Desired Goals:
As per the projected target communicated by Govt. in ST & SC Development Department, vide their D.O. Letter No.118 Dated 02.01.2010 total of 51,464 Tribal families were likely to be covered under the Act. With proper planning, this District is able to achieve more than the projected target within a very short period of one year i.e. by end of November, 2010.
