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land grabs, and encroaching on common property 

resources and community-held lands. This article is 
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the Teesta hydroelectric project in Sikkim and the Lower 

Subansiri hydroelectric project in Arunachal Pradesh. 
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1 Introduction

This article is an attempt to understand the relatively 
 understudied discourse of compensatory afforestation 
in India. It is based on fi ndings and analysis from the 

research undertaken by the authors in 2013–141 that explored 
compensatory afforestation through four separate case studies: 
the Durgapur coal mines in Maharashtra, the Polavaram 
 multipurpose project in Andhra Pradesh, the Teesta hydro-
electric project (HEP) in Sikkim, and the Lower Subansiri HEP 
in Arunachal Pradesh. The Durgapur mines are owned by 
Western Coalfi elds, a public  sector enterprise. Polavaram is 
primarily a project of the Government of Andhra Pradesh. 
The Teesta HEP in Sikkim is owned by the National Hydroe-
lectric Power Corporation (NHPC), a public sector company 
and an assortment of private players such as Teesta Urja. The 
Lower  Subansiri HEP in Arunachal Pradesh is also managed 
by NHPC. 

This article situates the political economy of compensatory 
afforestation in India within the global discourse of the 
commodifi cation of nature. In doing so, it dwells on actual 
instances of dispossession that this study has encountered 
and shows the irreversible impact of the neo-liberal capitali-
sation of nature upon communities using and living in natural 
habitats. We begin with an outline of compensatory affores-
tation, and then analyse specifi c instances of land grab and 
other direct and indirect attacks on communal resources 
linked with compensatory afforestation. We examine the use 
of Compensatory Afforestation Fund Management and Plan-
ning Authority (CAMPA) funds for compensatory afforestation 
and activities other than afforestation, as approved by the 
agency, as well as the roles of various authorities involved in 
identifi cation of land for compensatory afforestation, issue of 
licences, clearances and notifi cations, and allotment of land 
for plantations. 

From the beginning, this research was handicapped by a 
near total absence of credible data on compensatory afforesta-
tion. Though the institutional framework for compensatory af-
forestation comprises only state actors, no government agency 
involved in the process was found to maintain any systematic 
record. For instance, in response to queries under the Right to 
Information (RTI) Act, the Ministry of Environment, Forest 
and Climate Change (MoEFCC), Government of India (GOI), ad-
mitted in writing that it did not maintain any data on compen-
satory afforestation beyond what was posted on e-Green 
Watch, a web portal maintained by the ministry. 
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The primary source of information about compensatory 
afforestation has therefore been the e-Green Watch portal. 
However, we have liberally used the report on compensatory 
afforestation released in September 2013 by the Comptroller 
and Auditor General (CAG) of India.2 In addition, we visited 
Delhi, Dehradun, Bengaluru and various towns, cities and vil-
lages in the states of Arunachal Pradesh, Assam, Andhra 
Pradesh, Maharashtra and Sikkim, interviewing former and 
serving forest offi cers in the GOI, including those placed in the 
MoEFCC, Delhi, and Forest Research Institute and Forest Sur-
vey of India (both in Dehradun), activists, academics, and 
former members of the Forest Advisory Committee. In addition 
to consulting available contemporary literature on environmen-
tal services trading, we have used a wide range of literature 
and an assortment of other material to build our case: offi cial 
records like the minutes of various meetings of concerned 
agencies (on the issuing of forest and environmental clear-
ances to development projects) and various inter-offi ce mem-
os and government orders, including forest/environment 
clearance letters. 

2 Understanding the ‘Offset’ and Its Impact on Forest 
Communities 

2.1 Deforestation and Compensatory Afforestation: 
Communities Victimised Twice

India’s forests continue to be diverted for non-forest purposes 
to provide land for development projects. Despite a number of 
safeguards provided by legislations such as the Scheduled 
Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of 
Rights) Act, 2006 (Forest Rights Act or FRA) and the Panchayat 
(Extension to Scheduled Areas) (PESA) Act, 1996, such diver-
sions usually occur without the consent of forest-dependent 
communities. The forests being destroyed not only mean loss 
of biodiverse natural landscapes but also the displacement of 
forest communities. However, people’s livelihood links and 
cultural associations with forests have seldom been taken into 
account while identifying project-affected communities eligi-
ble for compensation. Thus, the destruction of natural habitats 
and landscapes and, inseparable from that, the destruction 
and disruption of community ecology, forms the fi rst layer of 
displacement in cases of forest diversion. 

The second layer of displacement potentially stems from the 
concept of compensatory afforestation, which primarily provides 
for the growing of plantations, largely on lands not offi cially 
recorded as forest, in lieu of forests being diverted. Not much 
could be known of such lands where plantations come up—
sometimes lands quite distant from a project site are used. 
Neither statutory environmental impact assessments (EIA) for 
large projects nor forest and environmental clearances issued 
by the state authorities and MoEFCC provide information about 
the legal status, existing users and physical characteristics of 
lands selected for compensatory afforestation. Questions about 
the social and environmental impacts of allocation of such 
land never come up—as if the impacts do not exist. This study 
begins with a hypothesis that such impacts do exist—in the 

form of alienation of common property resources and result-
ant livelihood displacement. 

2.1.1 The Miracle of Offsets

The term “compensatory afforestation” is an oxymoron: it 
fi rst signifi es a loss of forests and then implies afforestation 
to compensate that loss. Also, the attempt is to compensate 
the loss of forests only in a general sense, and not a particu-
lar patch of forest that is going to be destroyed. Therefore, 
the discourse is primarily one of negation—deforestation 
and displacement—and not of creation and afforestation. 
This paradox is central and common to all environmental 
offset systems in vogue in many parts of the world: only an 
activity that harms our environment creates an environmen-
tal “offset.” The offset action supposedly cancels or mitigates 
the harm. 

The ways in which offsets are believed to achieve this 
miracle are multiple and complex. There are many types of 
offset regimes that deal in a vast number of environmental or 
ecosystem products (Gilbertson and Reyes 2009; Kill 2014; 
Lohmann 2006): an endangered plant or animal species 
(species or habitat banking—conservation/restoration of hab-
itat and trading it with a habitat lost elsewhere) (Pawliczeck 
and Sullivan 2011; Robertson 2007; Sullivan 2013); the capacity 
of plants to suck and store atmospheric carbon dioxide 
(stored/sequestered carbon traded or exchanged with carbon 
dioxide and other greenhouse gases released through defor-
estation and degradation of forests and many other means) 
(Costanza et al 1997; Totten 1999; World Bank 2002); or the 
aesthetic or spiritual pleasure that a natural landscape can 
give (World Bank 2002) (ecotourism—traded once again 
with a natural landscape lost somewhere else). However, the 
concept that underpins these diverse natural “actions” and 
links them with a completely different (usually also spatially 
separated) set of human actions that harm or destroy nature 
is relatively simple: it assumes that such loss of natural systems 
is redeemable—for instance, one patch of forest lost in a 
particular geographical area can be recreated in another 
area, if necessary, by raising plantations and/or by more 
stringently conserving an existing forest; there will not be 
any net loss (Kill 2014; Lohmann 2006 and 2013). We will try 
to show how this notion of “no net loss” has not only been in-
fl uencing the institutional (including the judicial) process 
that regulates compensatory afforestation in India, but also 
adversely affecting community tenures, rights and interests. 

2.2 What Is Compensatory Afforestation?

Compensatory afforestation derives from the Forest (Conser-
vation) Act (FCA), 1980, which stipulates that any diversion 
of forestland because of development projects or for other 
reasons will be subject to the approval of the GoI. This approval 
is generally known as forest clearance, conditionally issued by 
the MoEFCC. A forest clearance calls for compliance with cer-
tain “conditions.” If a “user agency” (the agency which applies 
for forest clearance) fails to prove compliance, the clearance 
can be suspended and, if necessary, revoked. One important 
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obligatory condition is compensatory afforestation—the agency 
has to “compensate” the loss of forests either by raising and 
maintaining plantations on its own, or paying someone (the 
forest department) to do so. 

Though initially the FCA was conceived as a deterrent to 
organised deforestation in various Indian states, and did not 
include compensatory afforestation, subsequent rules and 
executive guidelines issued by the MoEFCC from time to time 
had elaborate and constantly changing prescriptions for com-
pensatory afforestation. The act itself does not defi ne or pro-
vide for it, but FCA rules, as amended in 1988 and 2003, started 
to include application forms for using forestland. The form 
included compensatory afforestation, making it obligatory for 
the applicant to furnish details. 

From the mid-1990s, the intervention of the Supreme Court 
in the Godavarman case was responsible for the present 
 version of compensatory afforestation. The user agency now 
has to pay the full “value” of the biodiversity content and 
 environmental services of a forest to be diverted, in addition 
to  raising plantations. 

2.3 Valuing Forests: Emergence of Net Present Value 

From 2006 onwards, following the intervention of the Supreme 
Court, the MoEFCC adopted the mechanism of net present 
 value (NPV) for forests being diverted. The Supreme Court’s 
rationale in accepting the mathematics of forest valuation was 
that compensatory afforestation was a poor substitute for 
 natural forests, and therefore, the forests being diverted must 
be valued and paid for.3 Thus, NPV meant that each instance of 
forest diversion would mean payments to state governments: 
the more such diversions, the more the money deposited with 
governments. 

What follows such a valuation of forests (Kill 2014; Sukhdev 
et al 2010)? One way to consider this question is to ask how 
funds collected under NPV or compensatory afforestation are 
spent. The second is whether valuation exercises should have 
limits. The third is, can nature be reduced to such monetary 
values (Ghosh 2015)? 

2.4 The Forest Valuation Game 

Both, the Supreme Court and the expert committee on forest 
valuation appointed by it,4 avoided two issues that inform the 
discourse on capitalisation of nature. First, though the Court 
noted in the terms of reference (ToR) for the committee that 
the valuation exercise should be flexible enough to include 
biological and spatial variations (“different bio-geographical 
zones of India”), and each category/type of forest has to be 
valued separately (“actual numerical values for different 
forest types”) according to site-/region-specifi c “scientifi c, 
biometric and social” parameters,5 it ignored the fact that the 
moment forests (or any other natural system) are assigned 
“numerical” monetary values, all biological, spatial and social 
distinctions latent in them automatically disappear (Ghosh 
2015; Kill 2014; Lohmann 2013). 

Thus, for instance, a tropical wet evergreen forest in 
Arunachal Pradesh becomes the same as a thorn scrub forest 

in Andhra Pradesh, a zudpi (scrub) jungle in Maharashtra, 
or even a monoculture plantation of eucalyptus or teak. The 
only difference is numerical and of quantity, meaning that 
“X” amount of wet evergreen forest will be equal to “Y” 
amount of scrub forest or “Z” amount of monoculture plantation. 
In assigning monetary values to natural systems, each one of 
which is unique in its own way, nature qua nature is allowed 
to disappear, leaving only various sets of numerical values. 
Second, the range of environmental services that any natural 
forest system produces disappears as soon as the forest 
disappears and, however, scientifi cally valued, money cannot 
recreate or reproduce these services. Further, as we will see 
below, community involvement (“community” here denotes 
those whose ecology and subsistence economy are moored in 
the forest) in such valuation exercises is usually nil. 

2.5 Who Owns the Net Present Value?

The diversion of forests hurts forest communities most. And 
yet the money deposited as the value of forests neither 
includes the cost of community stake in forests, nor do the 
affected communities benefi t by it in any way. At the moment, 
the Lower Subansiri HEP located on the Assam–Arunachal 
Pradesh border is the fi rst—and perhaps only—“development” 
project in India where project developers paid compensation 
money for community rights and claims over forests acquired 
by the project (NHPC no date [nd]). There may, however, be 
many such instances in the future, as more such community 
forests will be acquired in Arunachal Pradesh and many other 
states (in the North East and elsewhere) for forthcoming pro-
jects. Despite the ongoing exercise of recording rights in some 
 places, written records of forest rights do not yet exist in most 
parts of India, including tribal-majority areas. One doubts 
whether such records will be prepared in time and will ever 
fi gure in the offi cial economics of forest “diversion” in deter-
mining net present value of the forests being lost, and the 
whole range of other monies the user agencies are supposed 
to pay. What will happen in the absence of written records? 
The 40 square kilometre (sq km) of climatic rain forests in 
Arunachal the Lower Subansiri HEP destroys have been 
 valued at a mere `300 crore, a paltry `7,50,000 for each 
 hectare (ha) of forest that has evolved over many hundred 
thousand years. 

The matter of the Lower Subansiri forest clearance had 
come before the Supreme Court in 2004 (Interlocutory Appli-
cation 1205 and 1164), as part of the Godavarman suit. The or-
der of the Court makes it clear that the NPV of `300 crore was 
an ad hoc amount, and at the time of the order, the exact NPV 
was not decided. Interestingly in 2006, MoEFCC turned down a 
request from the Government of Arunachal Pradesh to allow 
them to use the amount deposited by the NHPC as NPV for pay-
ing compensation money to project-affected families. One 
guesses that this must be for those late payments for commu-
nity forest rights, for which no money was included in the proj-
ect budget to start with. MoEFCC said that paying compensation 
was the responsibility of the user agency, and NPV could not be 
used for this purpose.6
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2.6 CAMPA: Structure, Mandate and Functions
The Central Empowered Committee (CEC)—set up by the 
Supreme Court to look into forest-related matters—pointed 
out7 that “it is desirable ... to create a separate Fund for com-
pensatory afforestation.” It noted that the states unanimously 
held that this new system “would help undertake com-
pensatory afforestation in a planned manner and on a 
continuous basis.” 

A compensatory afforestation fund, comprised of payments 
deposited for NPV, compensatory afforestation, and catchment 
area treatment (CAT) that user agencies are obliged to carry 
out in cases of land-based projects like mining and dams, is 
currently managed under the ad hoc CAMPA, a body that was 
constituted by the Supreme Court in July 2006.8 According 
to the 2 July 2009 “Guidelines on State Compensatory 
Afforestation Fund Management and Planning Authority” 
(State CAMPA) issued by the MoEFCC, the money for NPV is to 
be used for “natural assisted regeneration, forest management, 
protection, infrastructure development, wildlife protection 
and management, supply of wood and other forest produce 
saving devices and other allied activities.” 

2.7 Forest Offsets: Communities under Attack 

Instead of halting deforestation and strengthening conserva-
tion of forest habitats and forest biodiversity, compensatory 
afforestation legitimises the destruction of forests and hurts 
community interests. Below, we use key fi ndings from our fi eld 
research—as well as additional material—to show how 
compensatory afforestation prolongs the same historical in-
justice against the Indian forest communities that the FRA and 
PESA seek to atone for. In addition, our fi eld study threw up 
several interesting revelations about the compensatory affor-
estation mechanism, as well as the more generic question of 
environmental compliance. It appeared that as far as actual 
events of forest diversion in India are concerned, neither the 
project developers nor the statutory authorities are bothered 
about compensatory afforestation. In Polavaram, lands about 
to be submerged under the proposed reservoir have been 
shown as compensatory afforestation land. In the vast moun-
tainous terrains of Arunachal Pradesh, we failed to locate 
a single compensatory afforestation plantation. In Sikkim, 
such plantations proved equally elusive. In Chandrapur in 
Maharashtra, community access to forests had been seriously 
curtailed as a result of compensatory afforestation. Across the 
study area, the process of compensatory afforestation has 
been found to threaten community control of land and forests. 

2.8 Land Grab and More New Enclosures 

That compensatory afforestation has not fared well was 
known even during the late 1990s. By then the Supreme Court 
had started to intervene in forest conservation issues. Until 
August 2002, when the numbers were compiled by the MoEFCC 
and fi led before the Court, against the stipulated target area of 
6,73,527 ha over which compensatory afforestation was to be 
done, it had been done in only 4,26,965 ha, about 60.64% of 
the target.9 

Figures fail to inform the finer and often disguised layers in 
the narrative of compensatory afforestation. An evaluation 
of compensatory afforestation should consider the complex 
sequence of events in the licensing chain that culminates in 
the issuing of a forest clearance. To begin with, it is important 
to understand how a forest is lost before we look at the other 
end of the offset, that is, compensatory afforestation and other 
protection and conservation measures. We begin with land 
grab as it is one of the two common threads in the narrative. 
The other is money.

2.8.1 Land Grab in Compensatory Afforestation

One can see that forests in India are up for grabs: laws can be 
overridden and ignored at will, and with impunity, if there is 
market demand, and if the state so wills. 

A precondition of the diversion of forests in the com-
pensatory afforestation regime is that equivalent non-forest or 
a double amount of “degraded” forestland should be available 
for plantations. According to e-Green Watch, in a period of 
three years (2011–13), the ministry had issued 1,039 forest 
clearances, licensing denudation of 29,445.486 ha of forests. 
Statutory requirements would then need compensatory forests 
to come up on at least another 30,000 ha of land. This begs 
two questions: where did these lands come from, and what 
kind of land is being used? A third question concerns the 
physical process of compensatory afforestation. This study 
could look closely at only a few projects and refer to a few 
more. However, our samples provide an interesting mix of 
land and forest tenures. Most of the projects, that is, Durgapur 
open cast mines in Vidarbha, Maharashtra, Polavaram multi-
purpose project in Telangana and various hydroelectricity 
projects in Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim, lie either in 
scheduled or predominantly tribal areas, meaning that 
certain laws, constitutional provisions and customs govern 
land use in those areas. 

In colonial times, these were either part of various “excluded” 
territories (tribal areas kept out of the administrative juris diction 
of the government) or specially designated tribal reserves. As to 
forests, we looked at both old and new jum/podu lands (swidden 
cultivation lands in Arunachal Pradesh and Andhra Pradesh), 
traditionally community-held forest areas (Arunachal Pradesh, 
Sikkim), old zamindari forests now used for nistar (in Maha-
rashtra, Telangana/Andhra Pradesh, a range of forest rights 
under various zamindari estates were generically called nistar, 
and the forest in which such rights exist a nistar forest), 
government-owned reserved forests notified under the Indian 
Forest Act 1927 (in Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Sikkim and 
Arunachal Pradesh) and wildlife areas notified under the 
Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 (in all four areas but mainly in 
Vidarbha, Maharashtra). We also looked at forest areas 
governed either by customary laws (Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim) 
or by statutes that recognise customary laws. In Arunachal 
Pradesh, for instance, jum areas and other community forests 
are regulated under the Assam Forest Regulation of 1891, as 
well as the Balipara Frontier Tract Jhum Land Regulation of 
1947, both of which admit customary rights. 
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Despite the divergent tenures, and land and forest laws, the 
use of land for compensatory afforestation seems to have 
followed a linear pattern. Either community afforestation 
lands encroached upon traditional village commons or nistar 
areas (Polavaram and Durgapur), irrespective of their present 
legal status and actual land use or, as in Arunachal Pradesh, 
they were carved out of community-held areas. Since forests 
support various bundles of rights recognised under PESA and 
FRA, such compensatory afforestation lands in government-
owned forests as we could look into were “burdened with 
rights,” to borrow a phrase coined by colonial administrators 
and foresters (Ghosh 2007).10 Another feature in the studied 
projects is the ambiguity of official classification of lands; 
actual land uses often did not match the official status of a 
piece of land. This emerged clearly both in Arunachal Pradesh 
and Telangana/Andhra Pradesh—community-held forest 
areas in both states were shown as non-forest. It is worth 
reiterating that in order to be used for compensatory 
afforestation, any recorded non-forestland has to be notified 
as forest. In the case of government lands, as in Polavaram, the 
hills (kondas) adjoining the villages were shown as revenue or 
non-forestlands, therefore not required to be mutated in 
favour of a new user (usually the state forest department). On 
the other hand, unrecorded custom-governed community and 
privately held lands, as in Arunachal Pradesh, have to be first 
acquired by the government, mutated in favour of the forest 
department, and then notified as forest under relevant central 
or state forest laws. 

Disregarding the divergence in land tenures, and revenue 
systems, and ignoring the question of rights altogether, any 
official discussion on forest diversion assumes that first, any 
land will either be forest or non-forest and second, both 
degraded forestland and non-forestlands are in constant 
supply: merely identifying and notifying them as forests will 
turn them into compensatory afforestation areas. It is assumed 
that each project applying for forest clearance will carry out 
compensatory afforestation as stipulated. The CAG report 
mentions that a test check of the records of the MoEFCC showed 
that among 1,022 proposals involving 2.54 lakh ha of 
forestland, a project was seldom revoked on the grounds that 
the condition of compensatory afforestation had not been 
complied with. 

This leads to a situation where the extent of lands—
actually available for compensatory afforestation—falls far 
short of the legal requirement. The CAG report observes that 
while the “total forestland diverted during the period 2006–
12 was 1,14,877.26 ha only 28,085.90 ha of non-forestland 
was available for [compensatory afforestation] in place of 
1,03,381.91 ha, a shortfall of 75,905.47 ha, which was 73% of 
receivable non-forestland.”11 

Paucity of lands for compensatory afforestation has led to 
the idea of “land banks,” which means that state governments 
will keep non-forestlands as available in the bank for future 
use. The creation of land banks for compensatory afforestation 
seems to have been borrowed directly from other such banks 
in existence, mainly in the United States (US) (for instance, the 

species bank, wetland bank) (Robertson 2006, 2007). It is 
thought that a ready “land pool” with government, which can 
be used for compensatory afforestation as and when required, 
would reduce delays in environmental compliance. 

Several questions follow. If non-forest revenue lands are not 
available, what are the lands that are being acquired for the 
purposes of afforestation and brought under land banks? Even 
if one goes by the logic of forest-lost-equals-forest-created, 
how can the loss of natural forests and their biodiversity be 
compensated with compensatory afforestation on patches of 
land taken from land banks which are likely to be ecologically 
and spatially far removed from the lost forest? Lastly, what is 
the purpose of the elaborate certifi cation or licensing mecha-
nism if forest clearance is a fait accompli?

Successive guidelines and circulars that propose identi-
fi cation and carving out of “banks” from common lands such 
as zudpi jungles (Garg 2000) (degraded forests used as pas-
ture and for various other purposes—mostly village nistar 
lands) illustrate that lands may not be readily available for 
compensatory afforestation, without encroaching upon the 
commons (Campaign for Survival and Dignity nd). These 
lands serve livelihood functions; people are known to depend 
on zudpi jungles for minor forest produce, grazing and cultiva-
tion, among others uses.12 

Arunachal Pradesh, with more than 80% of its geographical 
area under forests, has no land for compensatory afforesta-
tion, a fact admitted by a former chief minister of the state.13 
As our investigations in Arunachal Pradesh show, in order to 
ensure that clearances under the FCA are not held up or refused, 
the state government is setting up land banks, and forest offi -
cials have been directed to ensure that community lands are 
notifi ed as reserved forests, protected forests, anchal reserve 
forests or village reserve forests.14 

2.8.2 New Enclosures in Compensatory Afforestation: 
Denial of Rights

Polavaram, Telangana/Andhra Pradesh

Many compensatory afforestation sites for Polavaram are on 
podu (traditional shifting cultivation) lands over which local 
people have historical rights. Lands taken over by the state for-
est department for compensatory afforestation also include 
areas over which people have fi led claims under FRA.15

 The 
FRA process had not been initiated in traditional podu areas 
and other hill (konda) forests where the land was recorded as 
revenue/non-forest. The forest department simply acquired 
the revenue land still in use by the villagers, without completing 
the legal process for notifying those lands as forest before 
acquisition. In addition, the concerned gram sabhas have not 
been consulted.16 

The story repeats itself all over so-called degraded forest 
areas: these are, without exception, more recent podu lands, 
which people still cultivate in patches. The transfer of the 
village kondas/podu lands to the forest department took place 
without the knowledge or consent of local people.17 Moreover, 
one needs to remember that rights to podu areas and konda 
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forests had always been part of the tenural regime in Andhra 
Pradesh, something which neither repeated forest reservation 
and land settlement operations carried out during colonial 
rule, nor wholesale takeover of forestlands by the state 
government after 1955, could extinguish: podu had remained 
in vogue and people kept using konda forests as village 
commons (Prasad 1999; Hemingway 1915; David 1982). 

While searching for compensatory afforestation sites, we 
visited three panchayats in Polavaram mandal. The list of 
compensatory afforestation villages we followed is an offi cial 
one, complete with village names as well as mandal names, 
and names of concerned forest ranges. Ten sites are located in 
Polavaram mandal, all of which, we were told by local activ-
ists, fall in the Polavaram dam submergence zone. A few other 
sites in other mandals also fall in the submergence area, we 
discovered. Anil Kumar, leader of the popular movement 
against Polavaram, said: 

Once land acquisition for the project is over, there will be many new vil-
lages in the submergence area. Knowing this, and so that they have less 
R&R (relief and rehabilitation) load later, the state revenue department 
surreptitiously handed over many old podu lands to the forest depart-
ment (emphasis added). This we learnt recently. We could not get hold 
of the government order, but we came to know from M R Prasad, range 
offi cer in our area (Kannapuram forest range) that the forest department 
got hold of old podu lands in 2008. 

People still used the podu land for growing cashew and 
mango, said Kumar. As far as he knows, the konda lands hand-
ed over to the forest department, currently being shown as 
“degraded notifi ed forest,” are yet to be legally notifi ed as 
“forest.” “We have started reclaiming that land under the Forest 
Rights Act,” Kumar said. “In Polavaram mandal alone, 477 
persons fi led claims.” 

Durgapur Mines, Chandrapur, Maharashtra

In the Chandrapur area of Maharashtra, compensatory 
afforesta tion plantations have come up on lands which people 
traditionally use for pasture and nistar, and wherever such 
plantations have come up, they have impinged upon people’s 
legal rights over forests: the forest department had imposed 
illegal restrictions, and banned collection of essential forest 
produce.

A compensatory afforestation plantation is not a legally 
valid category of forest, in which forest rights provided under 
FRA 2006 can be curtailed or denied. Nowhere do the local 
people appear to have been consulted before imposing the 
restrictions or identifying the area as a compensatory affores-
tation plantation area. 

 Many of the compensatory afforestation sites are now part 
of the extended buffer zone of the Tadoba–Andhari Tiger 
Reserve (TATR). The TATR authorities are denying local villag-
ers’ nistar rights for grazing, fi rewood and timber collection, in 
complete disregard of the FRA and despite the amended Wild 
Life (Protection) Act (1972, 2006) also providing for community 
access to forests for livelihood, in tiger reserve buffer zones. 
TATR has also encroached upon offi cially non-forest village land: 
for instance, 121.62 ha of agricultural and other lands of Parna 

village, along with its nistar forests, have been declared as 
buffer zone of the TATR (notifi cation order WLP10-07/CR/F-1, 
dated 27 December 2007), after the declaration of this tiger 
reserve as a critical tiger habitat under the amended Wild Life 
(Protection) Act. Six hundred and ten hectares of protected 
forests (all converted nistar forests) in compartments 858, 
859, 860 and 861, adjoining Vihirgaon village, and 444 ha of 
the village’s own non-forestland, have been declared as buffer 
zone of the TATR (notifi cation WLP10-07/CR/F-1, dated 27 
December 2007). The two full forest beats consisting of 
reserved forests in compartments 221, 243, 222, 556, 557 and 
220A, with a total area of 1,278 ha, have also been included in 
the buffer. Once again, the department did not bother to follow 
the law or consult villagers while doing so. 

Compensatory afforestation areas are being selected 
randomly: in Sitarampeth near the entrance to Tadoba, on 
what is quite clearly a village grazing area (the tract is entirely 
treeless, only closely cropped grass could be seen), a fence has 
been erected to create a new afforestation site with about 100 
trees on it (the display board proclaims that the land falls in 
compartment no 956, which has an area of 608.85 ha). All 
lands near the board showing the compensatory afforestation 
site are non-forest, and similarly treeless. Villagers alleged 
that the land never had trees, and their animals grazed there 
before the department arrived with their fence and board. 
Evidently, a grazing area has become a reserved forest, and 
later, a “degraded notifi ed forest” to be used for compensatory 
afforestation. The forests have also turned into a buffer zone 
for Tadoba. Three protected forest compartments (955, 956 
and 957), with a total area of 613.99 ha, have been included in 
the buffer. In addition, 559 ha of non-forestland have been 
acquired for extending the buffer. 

CAMPA money is also being used to randomly displace entire 
villages from wildlife conservation areas. Groups like the 
Wildlife Trust of India suggest that in the context of “consoli-
dation of protected areas” which are being fragmented 
because of development projects, land can also be bought with 
CAMPA money to enlarge existing protected areas. A spokes-
person from the group opined that the use of CAMPA funds for 
consolidation of forests is valid as this is one of the “aims and 
objectives” of CAMPA.18 

Interestingly, the use of CAMPA funds for relocation of 
 villages contradicts another goal of CAMPA, which is to: “pro-
mote ... environmental services,” especially, “(i) provision of 
goods such as wood, non-timber forest products, fuel, fodder 
and water, and provision of services such as grazing, tourism, 
wildlife protection and life support.”19 

If communities are recognised to have access to these 
services, would not relocating them amount to a denial of 
these services?

The practice of buying lands to extend existing wildlife 
con servation areas and set up private wildlife reserves is 
common outside India. For instance, such privately-owned 
 reserves can be found in much of US and various countries in 
Africa. Many of these have now started trading in conservation 
by selling certifi ed species or habitat credits which, as in all 
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offset regimes, is said to be generating much-needed fi nancial 
resources for conservation (Robbins and Luginbuhl 2007; 
Sullivan 2013).

The National Tiger Conservation Authority (NTCA), which 
funds relocation programmes in tiger reserves, has sought the 
release of more funds from CAMPA. In July 2013, the MoEFCC 
approved a proposal from NTCA for release of `1,000 crore 
from the national CAMPA fund (Chauhan 2013) despite protests 
by civil society representatives20 and overriding objections from 
the Ministry of Tribal Affairs (MoTA) (Chauhan 2013), which 
said that the process of relocation of villages is in violation of 
the provisions of both, the Forest Rights Act 2006 (which 
stipulates that relocation of villages, or any curtailment of 
forest rights recognised by the act, would be subjected to prior 
informed consent of the gram sabha, besides fulfi lment of a 
host of other conditions, including completion of the process of 
recognition and recording of various rights of forest commu-
nities), and the Wild Life (Protection) Act (1972, 2006), 
which also makes gram sabha consent mandatory. 

In the case of Tadoba, CAMPA funds continue to be used for 
relocation purposes. In August 2012, the fi eld director of TATR 
announced to the press that he has managed to get CAMPA 
money worth ̀ 75 lakh for building cattle sheds for the relocated 
villagers at Bhagwanpur (Times of India 2012). In November 
2013, NTCA released ̀ 21.64 crore from the CAMPA fund to TATR 
authorities for the relocation of Navegaon and Jamni villages 
in Tadoba (Pinjarkari 2013). Before this, the Maharashtra gov-
ernment released another ̀ 15.50 crore of CAMPA money for the 
same purpose (Pinjarkari 2013). 

In and around TATR, the land people have traditionally used 
as nistar or forest commons and pasture (Brahme and Prakash 
1983) are being simultaneously used as compensatory affores-
tation areas and extended buffer zone of the tiger reserve; 
both have resulted in more land grab and fresh denial of rights. 

2.8.3 Virtual Plantations: Legitimising and 
Greenwashing Corporatisation of Forests 

Deforestation continues unimpeded: Did FCA do what it was 
mandated to in the fi rst place? Did it halt deforestation? 
According to a Centre for Science and Environment report,21 
approximately 11,98,676 ha of forestlands have been diverted 
between 1981 and August 2011 (Table 1). 

Further, between 2009 and 2015, the central government 
has accorded approval for the diversion of over 1,84,393 ha of 
forestland for developmental activities in 7,716 cases.22 In 
2014, 35,867 ha of forests were diverted for non-forest use.23 
Instances of outright rejection were few and far between. 
 Between 2006 and July 2010, no application for coal- and 
gas-based thermal power plant was rejected by the expert ap-
praisal committee (EAC) of the MoEFCC (Dharmadhikari and 
Dixit 2011). The EAC’s rejection of river valley and hydroelectric 
projects for the period between April 2007 and December 
2012, when a new EAC was constituted, was also zero. In this 
period, all 262 river valley and hydroelectric projects placed 
before it were either cleared or sent back for “reformulated 
proposals” (SANDRP 2013).24 

Plantations not done: There is also the possibility of large-
scale corruption. Plantations reportedly raised under both 
compensatory afforestation and catchment area treatment 
were found to dissolve into thin air on closer inspection. False 
information and notoriously erroneous data on plantations 
have been posted on e-Green Watch. As the present research 
on Arunachal Pradesh and Sikkim also testifies, many of the 
plantations shown in government records do not exist. The 
Sikkim government claims to have done plantations on record, 
but these are most likely only virtual. Similar claims have been 
made by both, the Arunachal government and NHPC, the 
project developer for the Lower Subansiri HEP, while all known 
facts point to the contrary. 

Maharashtra has an abysmal record of spending CAMPA 
money on what it is originally meant for: to raise plantations 
on degraded forestland and non-forestland. There is no 
verifi able or even partially authentic data on plantations in 
Maharashtra (Pinjarkari 2015), let alone on compensatory 
afforestation: the data uploaded on e-Green Watch is ambiguous 
and there is hardly anything to show on the ground. Patch 
plantations have been raised in forest clearings instead of 
genuinely degraded forests, when there was no dearth of 
such land. 

Only a few compensatory afforestation plantations could 
be located around the Durgapur mines area in Chandrapur. 
Without doing a proper scientifi c survey, it is not possible to 
determine the exact number of trees in such plantations. 
However, from the little that can be seen, and comparisons 
with data in e-Green Watch, an educated guess is that many 
such plantations do not exist. Although a few patch planta-
tions were raised in an apparently degraded forest area, the 
rest have been done in small clearings inside existing forests. 
As a result, neither the exact number of planted saplings nor 
the actual size of the compensatory afforestation areas can 
be easily assessed—the wood literally seems to have hidden 
the trees. It is also doubtful whether such small clearings 
(average area of approximately 400 square metre (m²)) situ-
ated within a standing forest can be termed “degraded for-
est” in the fi rst place. The Forest Survey of India (FSI) classifi -
cation of forests according to canopy density puts only for-
ests with below 10% canopy density in the scrub/degraded 

Table 1: Forestland Diversion between 1981 and 2011
Purpose/Sector Forestland Diverted
 Area Percentage
 (in ha)

Defence 46,570 3.9

Regularisation of encroachment 3,68,432 30.7

Social services 65,089 5.4

Transport (road, railways) 63,292 5.3

Power projects (hydel, thermal, wind, 
and transmission lines) 1,64,128 13.7

Mining 1,48,860 12.4

Irrigation 1,67,237 14

Others (including industries) 1,75,067 14.6

Total forestland diverted 11,98,676
Source: Centre for Science and Environment, Media Briefing, 2012.
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category, whereas those with canopy density between 10% 
and 40% are called open forests. 

How such patch plantations could be expected to even 
remotely compensate the destruction of forests close to a 
notifi ed tiger habitat, and one that provided crucial services to 
local communities, is an open question.

In Polavaram, much of the land (11 sites) shown as compen-
satory afforestation areas actually falls in the submergence 
zone of the reservoir. One more near Eluru is a monsoon 
submergence area. This means that the rising waters of 
Polavaram will drown them in the days to come. 

Mis-utilisation and lack of accountability: In CAG’s analysis, 
until 2009, funds were not being released to the states for a 
variety of reasons.25 When the funds were released in July of 
that year, the CAG audit found significant underutilisation in 
states like Arunachal Pradesh (91%). 

A staggered release of money does not appear to have 
produced the intended results; CAMPA has been viewed as a 
platform and source of funds for various other activities. In 
Maharashtra, `6.19 crore was spent on buying of vehicles, 
furniture and other sundry purchases as well as repair of 
office buildings. In Arunachal Pradesh, the money was utilised 
for similar purposes.26 

NHPC, the project developers for the Lower Subansiri HEP, 
notes in its Six Monthly Progress Report on Environmental 
 Aspects (sent to MoEFCC, for the period ending Sept ember 
2013) that it has spent about `81 crore on compensatory affor-
estation, as against the original allocation of about `49 crore. 
No detailed account, however, was given for the amount of 
money reportedly spent on compensatory afforestation. It is 
evident that the information cannot be true, particularly in 
light of CAG’s observation that Arunachal Pradesh could spend 
only `6.53 crore from CAMPA funds in 2010–11, of which `1.72 
crore was for compensatory affores tation, and its additional 
observation that no compensatory afforestation has been done 
in the state during 2006–12. This needs to be read together 
with an “expression of interest” notice issued by the Arunachal 
Pradesh forest department which invited bids for monitoring 
compensatory afforestation. The fi gure given in the expres-
sion of interest is `6.53 crore, including costs for three ad-
vanced nurseries for Lower Subansiri, which are pegged at ̀ 88 
lakh. Our research on Lower Subansiri, however, failed to fi nd 
a single compensatory afforestation plantation. 

No community participation: The compensatory afforesta-
tion process has not engaged communities meaningfully. In 
Telangana/Andhra Pradesh and Maharashtra, it was found 
that villagers had worked on the plantations on a daily wage. 
Even in areas where communities have traditional skills in 
plantation works, they were not assigned such a role. For 
instance, in Maharashtra, forest villagers in the Tadoba area 
are by occupation forest workers—it was they who created 
commercially valuable plantations in the past. In the 
Subansiri district of Arunachal Pradesh, the indigenous 
Apatani people are traditional tree-cultivators; at one time 

they used to raise and maintain a number of plantations 
within the village boundary. They had not been involved in 
the compensatory afforestation exercise. 

Stakeholder participation and community benefi ts through 
compensatory afforestation turn out to be mere extensions of 
the original myth of a market-governed and sustainably man-
aged nature that lies at the core of environmental trading. As in 
the case of forest “diversion,” decisions about compen satory af-
forestation are controlled by the state and big corpora tions. 
Communities are at best external in this scheme of things. 

3 Conclusions

There can be a few simple conclusions. One, like all other 
offsets elsewhere, compensatory afforestation in India has 
given government enough money in the last 15-odd years. 
According to an estimate, the CAMPA fund at present con-
tains `38,000 crore (PIB 2015). Two, like all offsets, compen-
satory afforestation (here we mean the entire chain of com-
pensatory afforestation–NPV–CAMPA) is a pseudo-environ-
mental excuse for neo-liberal land grab and enclosure. 
Three, like all offsets, compensatory afforestation encroach-
es upon forest commons and other common lands, and de-
prives communities of their legal and constitutional rights. 
Four, the conservation in compensatory afforestation not 
only gives a greenwash to corporate projects that destroy for-
ests and cause irreparable damage to environment, but also 
directly hurts communities by erecting new enclosures, and 
extending and deepening the process of rights denial. Five, 
no amount of structural changes and monitoring can set the 
process right—all available records, including our own fi eld 
investigations suggest that compensatory afforestation plan-
tations are at best a green mirage, most of which were never 
meant to be raised in the fi rst place.

This apart, the new Compensatory Afforestation Fund 
Act proposes to allot huge amounts of CAMPA money to the 
states. This will hit forest and other ecosystem communities 
in two ways. One, the money in CAMPA going to state govern-
ments means that it will go to state forest departments, 
which will then be free to use the money to strengthen de-
partmental hold over forests, at the cost of people’s rights. 
Two, such huge amounts of money in the hands of state gov-
ernments will in fact provide a kind of perverse incentive to 
speed up the forest clearance process. This, in turn, will es-
calate the neo-liberal corporate invasion of forests and forest 
communities and, as demand for compensatory afforestation 
land increases, will affect agricultural land and the remaining 
village commons outside recorded forests. Also, in a corruption-
riddled country like India, huge amounts of easy, unaccountable 
money will drive still more corruption. 

 Attention ContributorsI

The EPW has been sending reprints of articles to authors. We are now discontinuing 
the practice. We will consider sending a limited number of reprints to authors 
located in India when they make specific requests to us.

We will, of course, continue to send a copy of the print edition to all our authors 
whose contributions appear in that particular edition.
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 1 Ghosh S et al (forthcoming). 
 2 Comptroller and Auditor General of India 

(2013). 
 3 T G Godavarman Thirumalpad v Union of India 

(2006): 1 SCC 1, p 15, para 13.
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fessor Kanchan Chopra  Committee), constitut-
ed in September 2005.

 5 Report of the Expert Committee on Net Present 
Value (Professor Kanchan Chopra Committee), 
submitted to the Supreme Court, May 2006. 

 6 F No-8/100/2002-FC, Letter from Sandeep 
Kumar, Assistant Inspector General of Forests, 
to the Secretary (forests), Government of 
Arunachal Pradesh, dated 31 March 2006.

 7 Recommendations of the Central Empowered 
Committee, dated 9 August 2002, in IA 566 of 
2000 in T N Godavarman Thirumalpad v Un-
ion of India, WP (C) No 202/1995, pending.

 8 Order dated 5 May 2006 in T N Godavarman 
Thirumalpad v Union of India, WP (C) No 
202/1995, pending. By an earlier order dated 
29/30 October 2002, the Supreme Court directed 
the MoEFCC to frame comprehensive rules for 
the constitution of a body and management of 
compensatory afforestation funds in concur-
rance with the Central Empowerment Committee. 
The situation is likely to change subsequent to 
the passage of the Compensatory Afforestion 
Fund Act 2016, which provides for a perma-
ment statutory mechanism to manage CAMPA 
funds.

 9 See Central Empowerment Committee report, 
dated 9 August 2002, in IA No 566 in WP(C) No 
202/1995, Godavarman, p 6, para 5, pending.

 10 All working plans of the colonial forest depart-
ment used this phrase to explain how forests 
were reserved. The phrase has been in use 
in more recent working plans, in the forest 
history sections. 

 11 Comptroller and Auditor General (2013), p 23.
 12 See the PIB release at http://pib.nic.in/ar-
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r2304200141.html.
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 18 State CAMPA Guidelines 2009.
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 21 Centre for Science and Environment (2012), 
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 22 Statement by Prakash Javadekar, then Minister 
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ment of India, reported by Press Trust of India, 
New Delhi, 13 August 2015, http://www.busi-
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84-lakh-hectare-of-forest-land-diverted-for-
non-forest-use-115081301268_1.html. 
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