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FORESTS OR FARMS
Political Economy Of
Deforestation in Kerala

Dr. Govindaru V
Scientist E1, Centre for Development of Imaging
Technology (C-DIT) Thiruvananthapuram, Kerala

-

In view of the high density of population, low percentage
of work participation in industrial activities, and the
environmental suitability for carrying out agricultural
operations throughout the year, the people of Kerala tend
to engage more in cultivation and allied economic |
activities. This generates higher pressure on fertile land.
It also induces encroachment on forest fand.

A variety of factors have contributed to the large scale of
deforestation in Kerala. Among them, what are the state
policies and programmes that direclly and ingirectly have
fed to large scale deforestation in the state? What is the
political, socio-economic and policy environment that has
favoured this? This paper seeks answers {0 these
questions. - -
| waredsq ;|
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by increasing area under one use, all other types of uses are
deprived of that land. However, an ever increasing population
demands additional land for producing more food, raw materials
and for developing various infrastructures. This generates
competition among various types of land utilization. In tropical
countries, this competition is clearly visible between forests and
farm land. Forests are being cleared in these countries on a
large scale, particularly after the First World War, to produce
" more food in response to increasing population pressure 1, This
has also been accelerated by the industrial and commercial
harvesting of timber and many other development projects such
as river valley projects, resettlement programmes, etc. The
clearance of forests, whatever its purpose, will be accompanied
by the effects of environmental degradation. Also, it has adverse
impact on forest based local economic activities like collection
of various farest produces, grassing domesticated animals, and
shifting cultivation . So it is evident that increasing demand for .
agricultural products and forests products has forced man to
resort to destruction of forests and converting them to

permanent agricultural lands.

It is well discussed in the eco-science literature that nature has
got its own means of rejuvenation when a sub-system's function
deteriorates due to either catastrophies or human interventions.
Human beings are also capable of speeding up the natural
process of rejuvenation with the help of modern technology and
science. However once a sub-system is totally destroyed, the

A

Foot Note: 1 - See page. 70
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possibility of natural process of resurrection becomes almost nil. Even if
the society wants to revive.the process, it requires huge amounts of capital
and labour investments. Moreover in terms of environmental concern,
once a sub-system is destroyed the energy consumed by that system
~ happens to traverse towards other sub-systems. Over a period of time, it
results quality changes in other sub-systems. For example, in disturbing
the forest sub-system the energy consumed by trees and plants happens
to traverse to other sub-systems of the area namely land and atmosphere.
It results in quality changes in these sub-systems (for example, soil erosion
in the case of land and temperature variation in the case of atmosphere).
These types of relationships between the major system (i.e. nature) and
sub-systems as well as among the sub-systems are not fully revealed if the
study confines itself to a particular discipline. The present paper, however,
confines itself to explain the causes of deforestation within the framework

of political ecology 2

Study Area

Western Ghat Region of Kerala is the study area of this work. The Kerala
State of India lies between north latitudes 8°18' and 12°48' and east
longitudes 74°52" and 72°22". Geographically (Map1), the state divides into
three climatically distinct regions namely Western Ghat (mountainous terrain
with forest cover), the Central Midlands (rolling hills), and the Lowlands

(coastal plains). .

Methodology - -

The changing socio-economic and palitical environments of depletion of
forests in Kerala are discussed with a historical perspective, because itisa
continuous-process not a static' or sudden event. Moreover, a historical
outlook helps to understand not only the niature and pattern of changing
man lahd/nature relationship but also its genesis. To carry out the analysis,
the history of conversion of forests into agticultural lands is classified into
three Eras such as (1) Pre Plantation Era; (2) Plantation Era, and {3) Post

Plantation Era.

foot Note: 2 - See page 70
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Pre Plantation Era (Before 1867 A.D)

Though there is a controversy over the starting of plantation era, itis generally accepted
that 1867 is the initial year of large scale commercial cultivation in the state. Before the
plantation era, most of the cultivated land (about 50 per cent of the total cultivated
land) and the entire non agricultural land were owned by the government (Sirkar)®,
These lands were known as Pandaravaka Land. The rest of the lands were held under |
the control of members and relatives of royal families and Rajas (free land); temples
and brahmins (Devaswams and Brahmaswams); and various chieftains and others (lands

paying rajabhogam)*.

A complex land tenure system was prevailing during this period in between the tenant
ryots and owners, especially between the tenant ryots and sirkar lands. The tenants of
sirkar land and jenman lands * had neither ownership right nor did they have the
power to transfer the occupancy right & However, this tenurial relationship was changed
in the 1860's by a series of royal proclamations. These proclamations had resulted in
the emergence of a peasant proprietary class who can mortgage, sell or buy land
freely and provided the conditions for the emergence of land market 7, which had
been one of the pre requisite factors for commercial agriculture.

Foot Note: 3 to 7 - See page 70
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Another important aspect of these royal edicts was the encouragement of conversion
of ‘wasteland’ into agriculturai land. It may sound blasphemous now, but forests were
then considered as wastelands! According to these edicts, those who had converted
the “wasteland' were given ten years tax exemption but even after this period they
continued to get tax concessions, recognising their claim for cost of improvements on
_reclaimed land 8. This was also significant to the social development of Kerala, whereas
earlier land was concentrated in the hands of higher casts. With this any one could
obtain land if he had sufficient capital to carry out conversion irrespective of his caste
or creed. The first beneficiaries of this were European planters who were interested in
investing in the high ranges of Travancore. In the later period, Syrian Christian and
Ezhavas also made use of this new ryot system which was open to all castes.

During this period, the government was interested only on the collection of wild

cardamom, other spices and fumbering of royal woods ® (teak, sandal wood, hopes,

mahogany, laral, etc.). The collections as well as the sales of these forest products
were carried out by @ commercial cum forest conservator with head quarters at
Alleppey. However by 1820's the government realised that carrying out of these
duties by one officer was not only difficult but also inefficient. Therefore, the commercial
cum forest conservator's duties were separated. The responsibilities of collection of
spices, felling of trees and their transportation to Alleppey and conducting sates of
these commadities were assigned to a commercial officer. Also the right to lease out
the forest land for agriculture was.given to revenue department in-the later period *°.
This initiated the conflict between the Departments of Forest and Revenue and became
one-of the favourable conditions for encroaching into the forest land for settlement

and agricultural purposes.

. During this period, though the forests were owned by the government, the rights of

the local people over the forest résources were preserved. The government allowed
the locals to Use the forests for grazing their cattle, collecting the fuel woods, wood
fequired . for agricultural implements.and minor products. They also enjoyed the
privilege of felling the trees other than ‘royal category’ for the construction of houses
and other household materials. This was specified in the forest policy of that time. For

example, the privileges of freely obtaining agrjcultural-implér_nents from the forests

which the ryots had.enjoyed were continued to them . However the alienation of
[ocals from the forests was slowly started by the end of Pre Plantation Era, particularly
after the nationalisation.of forests in 1887. Initially the government imposed certain
festrictions on the. use of forest (by the Jocals). Locals were allowed to graze their
‘anima!s_.ah_d?to collect-green manure as well as wood for agricultural implements from
the forests qnl)?'for a restricted period in restricted areas on payment of fees ¥, But in'
the later period, the government fully closed the entry of Jocals in to the forest for
providing eriough fands to plantations and spice gardens .

Foot Note: 8-to 13 - See page 7. ' s T
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As a result of a series of royal praclamations in the early 1860's, land lordism ended
in Travancore and land assumed the characters of a commadity in the market.
Nevertheless, it did not immediately boost the expansion of plantations in the state,
Therefore, the Government of Travancore reserved the forest land and leased out to
the people who were interested in developing plantation and spice gardens. Along
with this, the government announced various forms of incentives, such as free gift of a
certain amount of land, low rate of rent for the land granted on leases and incentives
for developing infrastructural facilities in the high range region, in 1867. These resulted

in a rapid growth of commercial cultivation in the state (Table 1). Though these incentives

were meant to attract foreign capital in commercial agriculture, it also opened the

opportunities for the local people in undertaking adventures on the hilis . A policy
wise account of how these concessions

1"‘ Tubie 1: Area under Cush Crops in Travancore 1910 - 1946 (1000 ucresk

Tota! Area ¢ Shace of

Yeur Cropped unger cash Cush crop wo
i arey Lraps el crapped
! o ) ) NIZW ]
L L A s A ) 19.00
. 192{(3.2| 1932 HuN 16.00 .
L] . P . N . .
: 1930-3t 2108 949 45,00
" 19404 X T 497 42.00

L 1945-46 2346 07y 46.00 |

—— - L - — .- - e o —r

Source: Tharain George and Michael Tharakan (1985), Development of Tea Plantation

in Kerala: A Historical Perspective, p.23. created a favourable atmosphere for conversion
of forests into cultivated lands is given in the following pages.

Provision of Wasteland at Low Price to the Plantation Crops |

Though the state policy of encouraging the plantation cuitivation by granting wasteland
at concessional rate was started in the early 1850's, its impact could be felt widely only
after the creation of title to the wasteland leading to its enclosure in 1865. It became
ali the more essential for the cultivation of Plantation crops (coffee followed by tea
and rubber) in Travancore. Most of the Jands taken up for this purpose were common
and waste land used for grazing cattle or for shifting cultivation. They were unregistered
in nature (i.e. Pandaravaka land) and used for meeting the community needs of the
local people 5. Without title to these iands, the tenant cuitivators, especially the
Europeans could not have kept the trespassers out. Hence, the various types of
wastelands were brought under the common rule (locally known as puduval rules),
Foot the: 14 - 15 - See page_n—
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which simplified the procedure for registering these lands *. It facilitated commercia-
lisation of lands by disturbing the customary sharing of the produce and by enclosure
of these lands, and rapid acceptance of land grants by the planters. By this, area
under plantation started increasing rapidiy. '

It Is significant to note that the royal declaration of granting ownership rights to the

common land coincided with the incentives given to the Europeans for investing their
capitals on the development of hills. The Dewan of Travancore in his Administration
Reports of 1865 said that the government was led to consider whether speciai
inducement may not be held out to attract foreign ryots and further that “the Sirkar
might offer certain acres of wastelands free of all rents for a generation or more,
stated period to such ryots as would offered as guarantee of permanent residence in
the country by building homestead of certain specified value, towards the creation of
which also the Sirkar might permit timber to be felied free of all charges™ V.

In 1862, by a Government Memorandum, wastelands were granted for coffee cultivation '
on condition that at least one fourth of the land .

free of all assessment for five years,
would be planted within the first thee years. The tax fixed was three fourths of a

British rupee on every acre of land. However, the Government retained the rights to
fell the royal trees from these lands ™%, Also in the same year, the gavernment notified
the auction sale of land for coffee cultivation at very low price of one British rupee per
acre. By 1865 there were 45 estates owned by Europeans consisting of 9172 acres in
the state. A letter from the Dewan to the Resident of British India, dated 16 September
1910, summarises the information on land grants and the prices charged for them, up
to that date. Of the total area of 33951 acres sofd for planting, no charges were levied
for 2117 acres (6.24 per cent), buton 15228 acres (46.92 per cent) one rupee per acre
was realised, and the rest, i.e,, 15906 acres (46,85 per cent) was auctioned away with
an upset price of Rs. 10 per acre 19 [n addition, during this period Kannan Devan Hitl
Produce Company grabbed 215 square miles of forest land from the Pooniat Chief for
a consideration of Rs. 5,000 which the government duly ratified in 1878 .

Table 2 describes the land granted by the Travancore government for plantations

during the period 1908 to 1931. According t
acres (i.e. 91.24 per cent of the total land) were granted without auction at upset price
it self which ranged from Rs. 10 to Rs. 25 per acre.

Only 694,89 acres (8.76 per cent of the total land) were aqctioned away at prices

exceeding the floor auction price.
se grants were made when the tank beds in the

It is pertinent to note here that the
o the paddy fields at an average price of not less

plains were sold to be converted int
than Rs.600 per acre by the government A,

Foot Note: 16 to 21 - See page 71

but

o this table, about an area of 7239.10
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Table 2: Land Granted by the Travancore Government for Plantations
During the Period 1908-1931

Yesr Land Grants Without " Land Sold in Auction

_______ Auction
Area | Rupees per Area Rupees per
Y (inacre) | __acre (in acre) | acre '
1908 158.22 10 :
e  646.00 15
- 1909 [11.68 10
o 302.82 Free of Cost
510 4109 13
- 1912 : 225.00 15
L 317.26 25
1913 _ 265.26 15
- 1307.024 = 25
1915 258466 25
1916 | 128.12 25
1918 339.95 25 _
1920 167.69 25 20.82 116.00
. 1921 401.08 25 -
co1en T DU 20.61 75.11 ¢ -
- yearnot 243.51 25 453.46 33.08
_available o :
Total | 7239.10 | - 694.8%

Sour.ce':- MSS Pandfan (19903, political Economy of Agrarian Change: Nanchilnadt
1880-1989, p.82. : ‘

System of Taxation

Unlike paddy fields in the plair, estates lands in the high ranges were assessed very
lightly. it encouraged the cultivation of tree crops in the state. For example, on estate -
growing coffee or tea, a land tax of 12 annas (i.e. Rs.0.75) per acre was imposed
between 1862 and 1891. This was increased Rs.1 per acre in 1910 2. fyring this
peri_od-, the rubber estates were taxed at the rate of rupees 2 per acre. This taxation
on plantations was very low and evident from the fact that the paddy fields in the state
(in Nanchilnadu) were paying a land revenue of Rs.12 peracre 2_itis also noted in the
work of Umadevi 2. According to her, the tax paid for paddy land was about 20 per
cent.of the g'fro's's 'income'whi]e' this was about 1.5 per cent and 2 per cent respectively
for the lands cultivating coconut and rubber plantations. Even this light tax was relaxed
for biggér plantations under special -grants. . For example, the Kannan Devan Hill
Produces Comparly paid about 0.31 rup@é per dcre on an area covering a little over
one lakh actes of fand, while the rest of 215 square mites (i.e. 1, 37,600 acres) under its
ov\'.'n-é_rship was not assessed at all &. ' :

'de_t _._Note: 22 to 25 - See page 717



U UL

{

S DU DUPUO VU UUOUOUTUUUDUDOVUCUUDUOLOU 0

@ 9 | o
Though the lands taken up for the cultivation of plantation crops (coffee, tea, rubber)
vere not suitable for the cultivation of rice, yet the policy of taxing the planters lightly
<hile taxing the rice cultivators heavily amounted to subsidizing the former at the cost
Fthelatter. Thisis because, the benefits of governmental expenditure an transportation
nd other infrastructural facilities helped the cheap transport of plantation crops as
well as the inputs required for plantation cultivation when they were negligible in the
plain. More 50, the restrictions imposed on the farmers in the plains on the collection
of green manure etc,, increased the cost of cultivation. However, the price of paddy
did not increase apparently with the rise of cost of cultivation. This is so because the
government policy to import rice at lower rate from other parts of the colonial India

as well from neighbouring countries. It resulted in a shift of the cropping pattern from-

annual to commercial crops.

What is wrong if the government encouraged the cultivation of plantation crops on
‘he wastelands which were not fit for the cultivation of rice {paddy) or any other cereal
rops? We defer answering this question till the end of this chapter where the
ansequences of the expansion of plantations are taken up. -

‘ode of Payment of Tax

il 1906.in Travancore, the land taxes were collected mostly in kind and a small portion
:nsgme places-was in the form of cash. By a government arder in 1306, the system of
payment of land tax in kind was totally abolished in respect of all Sirkar tenures and
money payment was substituted. ‘It adversely affected the cultivation of paddy int the
plains #. This order forced the paddy cultivators to seil a larger portion of their

- produce to pay the tax in money. However in the case of plantation crops, the producer

had to-sell (export} his product in any case and the change in the mode of payment of
tax-in kind to cash did not affect either his decision to sell or his profits. This favoured
large scale of expansion of plantation crops especially rubber.in the state.

Leasing out of ‘Fo'rt.z_s't Land for Cereal Cultivation

The decline of paddy cultivation oh the one hand, and the various measures adopted
for supplying sufficient number of labourers to the plantation cultivation ¥ on the
other, resulted in a shortage of food grains in the high ranges. As a result, it became
essential to ensure adequate supply of fosd grains to the workers engaged in the'
pl.an’tat,ioh -sector. This led to a deliberate policy of leasing out forests for cereal
cultivation: In:the:initial years, the government granted permission to cultivate food
crops oh 25 acres of forest lands, mainly grasslands and-swamps, under lease for a
period of threé years. But subsequently, the limit on area opened was removed and
permanent tenure was gra nted on the basis of the revision of assessment rate every
thirty yea_rs'-“. This-was the first official opening of forest for the cultivation 6f food

Foot:Note: 26 t0.28 - See page 71
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A
crops and it had far reaching consequences on the encroachment of forests by th
plantation workers.

- The World War I induced the shortage of food in the state. To overcome from 1t

stress, the government encouraged the cultivation of food crops by granting fores
under "High Range Reclamation Scheme”, at concessional rates. Under this scher
up to 5 acres of lands were distributed to individuals for food cultivation on a she.
term lease (known as Kuthaka Pattom) basis *. However after the War, the tenure w
extended to 12 years or more (maximum period was up to 24 years) which was actua'
meant for 3 years at the beginning of this programme .

Again during the World War 0 and its aftermath period the shortage of food becam
more acute. The government, therefore, started Grow More Food Campaigns in th.
state. Accordingly, the government located fertile land, which can be used for rice
cultivation, in the forested area and allotted to various ryots . |

The total area allotted for the cultivation of cereals in the course of the ‘Grow Mor¢
Food' campaigns is difficult to estimate. In 1044, the conservator of forests reportec
that roughly 13,600 acres of reserved forests were offered for cultivation, Out of thi

_about 1,100 acres were in the Cardamom Hill Reserves (CHR) 3. However, the actui

figure was many folds higher than what it was reported in the government document:
Encroachment on the: forest lands was growing simultaneously along with thi
brogramme_in the state particularly in the CHR. 1t is because during this period, CH-
were under the control of both forests and revenue departments. The basi .
responsibility of prevention of illegal tree cutting and encroachment were vested wit:
the forest department,',while the revenue depattment had the controf over the lan:
assigned -and leased out for the cultivation. Such a dual control over the forest are:
helped the-people to éncroach on land very easily. Forest officials were ineffective ir
discharging their responsibility firmly as the land in CHR remained under the contro!
of revenue department and the forest department could intervene only when the trees
were cut®. This dual system on forest management had helped plantation workers to

encroach forest land on a large scale.

Post Plantation Era (After 1948) |

Post Plantation Era begins-with the commencement of the formation of Travancore

Cachin State in the year 1948 and characterised mainly by the Malayalie cotonisation
in the high ranges and initiation of various high range development programmes.
These resulted in the weakening of institutional and physical barriers, which were the

- major constraints for the access to this region during the Plantation Era.

" Foof Note: 29 to 33 - Seé-page 71
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' Malayalie Colonisation  #"

After the formation of Travancore Cochin State, the Government of India decided to-
-ebrganise the state boundaries on a lihguistic basis in 1956. During the penod
etween 1948 1956, many parts of Tamil dominated areas like the high range taluks of
" peermade and Devicolam of Idukki district and four Southern most taluks of Trivandrum
district, namely, Vilavancode, Thovala, Augasteeswaram and Kalkulam were parts of
" fravancore Cochin State, while Malayali dominated Malabar region was under the
control of Madras state >, The process of state re organisation led to widespread
Tarml Malayali unrest in the high ranges. To uphold the right over taluks of Devicolam
and Peermade, the Travancore Cochin government started the High Range Colonisation

. schemes and implemented it at a war footing pace. Though the official purpose of
~ these schemes was to provide land for poor and landless agricultural labourers from

the plains of Travancore, the uhderlying purpose was to shift the linguistic balance in
the high ranges in favour of Malayalies. The official goal of the High Range Colonisation
Schemie was to settle 8,000 poor and landless families on 50,000 acres of forest land
at the four sites adjacent to Madras state 3. Accordingly each family was to be given

rd

five acres of land and financial assistance for settling down in the allotted site. The -~

_ remaining fand was kept for common uses %. Though the project was given up in

between its implementation period, it alone increased the population of Idukki district

by about 75 per-cent in the same perrod (Table.3). Along with this, attempts to evict -

earlier encroachment were stopped.

Table 3: Decennial Population Growth in
Kerala and Idukki District (1901 2001)

Year . f Kerald | Jdukki
Population Decennial - | Population | Decennial
: (in 1000) | Growth(in %) | (in 1000) | Growth (in %)
1091 1 6396 - 47.69
ol | 7148 11.75] 9960 10888
11921 7802, 9.16] . 108.80 19.23
11931, 4 0507 2183 18777 7259
1941 11032 16041 = 24442 30471
1951 - 1 . 13549 22.82 331.60 35.67
1961 | 16904 24.76 580.23 74.98
{1971 F 21347 26.29 _765.61 31.95
1981 | . 25454 | 19.24 97120 26.85
11988 1 290111 13971 107269 10.45
2001 | 31839 " 9472] 114735 6.96

Source Census of India 1981 Kerala, General Population Table and Census of India
1691, Kerala, Provisional Population Table.

- Foot'Note:r 34:to 36 - See page 71
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crops and.it-héd'.fa‘r reaching consequences on.the encroachment of forests by the
plantation workers. ' - : .

The World War I induced the shortage of food in the state. To overcome from this
stress, the government encouraged the cultivation of food crops by granting forests,
under "High Range Reclamation Scheme”, at concessional rates. Under this scheme,
up to S acres of lands were distributed to individuals for food cultivation on a short
term lease (known as Kuthaka Pattom) basis #, However aﬂer_ghé War, the tenure was

‘extended to 12years or more {maximum period was up to 24 years) which was actually

meant fbrjlyears at the beginning of this programme *,

Again during the World War I and its aftermath period the shortage of food became
more acute. The government, therefore, started Grow More Food Campaigns in the
state. Accordingly, the government located fertile land, which can be used for rice

cultivation, in the forested area and allotted to various ryots n o

The total area allotted for the cultivation of cereals in the course of the 'Grow More
Food' campaigns is difficult to estimate. In 1944, the conservator of forests reported

‘that roughly 13,600 acres of reserved forests were offered for cuttivation. Out of this
about 1,100 acres were in the Cardamom Hill Reserves (CHR) ®. However, the actual

figure was many folds higher than what it was reported in the government documents.
Encroachment on the forest lands was growing simultaneously along with this
programme in thé state particularly in the CHR. It is because during this period, CHR
were under the control of both forests and revenue departments. The basic
responsibility of prevention of legal tree cutting and encroachment were vested with
the forest department, while the revenue department had the control over the fand
assigned-and leased-out for the cultivation. Such a dual control over the forest area
helped the people to encroach on land very easily. Forest officials were ineffective in
discharging.their responsibility firmly as the land in CHR remained under the control
of revenue department and the forest department could intervene only when the trees
were cut .. This dual system on forest management had helped plantation workers to

ericroach forest fand on-a large scale.

L]

Post Planitation Era (After 1948) :

t ' * )
Post Plantation Era begins with the commencement of the formation of Travancore

Cochin State in the year 1948 and characterised mainly by the Malayalie colonisation
in the high ranges and initiation-of various high range development programmes.
These resuited in the weakening of institutional and physical barriers, which were the
his region during the Plantation Era. . :

L]

major constraints for the access to t
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the Government of India decided to

uistic basis in 1956. During the period
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earlier encroachment were stopped.

Table 3: Decennial Population Growth in
Kerala and Jdukki District (1901 2001)

[PODDODOVODUVDUOUUUTUUDUT :
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Year Kerala _ Idukki -

* -1 Population Decennial | Population Decénnial
- | (in 1000) Growth (in'%)- | (in 1000) ‘Growth (in %) |

1091 - 67396 |- - : 47.69 D
1911 4. - 71481 ° 1175} 99,60 |« 1 108.58
1921 - - 7802 { T 90.16] . 108804 .- 1923
A931 L. oo 9507 21.83 187,774 72.59
1941.. . 11032 1604 244421 30.17 |
1951 . - -13549 2282 | 331.60 1 . 35.67
1961 . - -, 16904 . 24.76. 580.23 74.98
1971 .} .. -.21347 1. .- 26.29. 765.61 31.95
‘1981 — 25454 . . 19.24 1 971.20 26.85
1991, .. . .29011) . 13.97 1072.69 10.45
001 . 31839 T 042 1147.35 6.96.

Source; ‘Census of India 1981, K

1991, Kerala, Provisional Population Table.

Foot Note: 34 to 36 - See page 71
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Construction of Dams

Alter the re organisation state, the govemment decided to start construction of dams
for the purposes of irrigating the agricuitural lands located at mid lands and plains
and generating electricity by tapping the river water at its source. Accordingly, the
{jovernment started the construction of 28 major and medium irrigation projects and
27 hydro electric projects at various sites in the high ranges ¥. It resulted in the
development of high range roads and large scale migration of construction workers

Irom the plains.

Though the existence of forest is essential for such projects, the construction of dams,
raservoirs and accommodations for the temporary workers and permanent staff
required clearing of forests. According to one estimate, up to the year 1985, the total
forest area cleared for various river valley projects in the state was about 241.40 sq.
kilometers ®. This figure does not include the area encroached by the temporary
construction workers and their dependents for setttements and subsequent agricultural

activities.

Welfare Schemes

Implementation of various devefopment programmes for the welfare of high range
people and other sections of the society have led to large scale conversion of forests
Into agricultural fand in the state. These programmes aré initiated by both the central
and state governments with an objective of creation of additional employment
opportunities. Followings are some of the important schemes which have direct impact

on the expansion of agriculture in the high range region,

Western Ghat Development Programme (WGDP) K

In Kerala, WGDP was launched during the period of 1974 75 with the financial assistance
of central government. Under this programme, the government started two dairy
development schemes, one each at Idukki and Attappady, and one hill station
development (at Ponmudy) in the state. Other development programmes such as
afforestation, land improvement, and agricuitural development were also implemented
in the subsequent years,especially in the Idukki district ® The area covered under
these schemes in Idukki district is about 2000 hectares of forest land. A resettiément
programme for the benefit of landless agricultural labourers, particularly the people
belonging 1o scheduled caste and tribes, was also implemented under the WGDP in
ldukki district. According.to this programme, each family got one hectare of forest
land for cultivating paddy and other food crops 4%, Along with this,the government
also provided basic amenities and infrastructure facilities like transportation, housing,
water supply, hospital schools etc, at the resettlement site. It boosted the immigration

of people from neighbouring places towards this area.

Foot Note: 37 to 40 - See page 71
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‘total forest land distributed under these schemes was about-2038

" {and was given to PCK . It need

- Soon after the independence, the govern

py S— o
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" Social Welfare Schemes

ocial welfare schemes such as rehabilitation of repatriates from

In Kerala, many s
ex army personals, evacuees from the

Burma, Sri Lanka and from African countries,
project sites, tribals and political sufferers, etc,, initiated by the government have
played a direct role in the expansion of plantation crops in hilly areas. According to
these schemes, each family or person got 3 to 10 acres of land for cultivation. The
0 hectares till the

s «&2 [n addition to these schemes, the government started its own

late sixtie
urma and Sri Lanka

plantations for resettling the repatriates who had come from B
during this period.

State Farming Corporations

evelopment and marketing of various cash crops, the Government

To accelerate the d
e Farming Corporation (SFC);

of Kerala started various state corporations like Stat
Plantation.Corporation of Kerala (PCK); and Oil Palm India (OPD) in 1970's. For the
establishment of these corporations the Forest Department has given its land from
various divisions. For example, in the case of OPI the total extent of forest land given
was around 3,705 hectares (i.e. 9,155 acres); whereas for the SFC it was around 2,265
hectares (i.e. 5,597 acres). Similarly, about 2,610 hectares (i.e. 6,449 acres) of forest

ncluded in the statistics of total area under forest

still considered as forests and i
m these lands for

cover, even though the natural vegetation are totaily cieared fro

raising plantations.

Forest Development Scheme

ment of india announced the National Forest
nagement of forest resources. According to
divided into two schemes namely traditional
and non traditional, Traditional forestry consists of those programmes sponsored by
the central government for the development of economically valuable species inside
the reserved forests, while on the other hand non traditional forestry scheme consists
of various social forestry programmes which were to be implemented outside the
reserved forests. Under the former,
of eucalyptus, teak, sandalwood, rosewood, etc. inside the reserved forests. tUnder
this programame, up to 1978 about 60,788 hectares {i.e 1,50,207 acres) of forest land
was cleared for growing soft woods (i.e. eucalyptus) and about 59,688 hectares (i.e.
1,47,490 acres) of forest for cultivating economically valuable hard woods (teak, sal,

rosewood, etc) ¥

Policy as a guide line for the use and ma
this policy, overall forestry in the country is

To facilitate the traditional forestry programmes, the FD has encouraged the practice

of cultivating selected specie
Foot Note; 41 to 44 - See page 71
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to the contractors for raising seedlings of selected species like teak, eucalyptus etc.}.
It enables the government to bring more area under plantations as well as reduces
the expenditure on per hectare cost of planting and ensures higher survival rate of
seedlings. However, in the later years, with the increase in the extent of forests given
to the Taungya ¢ontractors, they started abusing the concession granted to them by
growing food crops such as paddy, banana and tapioca on a commercial scale. It
resulted in massive soil erosion and subsequent land degradation in the high ranges

of Kerala.

Land Reforms Act

Itis widely acknowledged that Kerala is ahead of India in the implementation of agrarian
reforms. Abolition of tenancy and the protection of agricultural {abourers are the
achievements for which Kerala can claim credits. However, these have certain negative
impact on the forest cover. The following section of this chaptar analyses how the
land reforms acts accelerated the process of conversion forest into farm land in the

state.

To abalish the wide differences in the tenurial condition which prevailed during period
of reorganisation of the state, government of Kerala initiated land reforms in the state
in 1857. As a first step towards this, the state government promulgated "Kerala Stay
Eviction Proceedings Act 1957". Fotlowed this, two more Acts were also passed by the
State Assembly. They were 'Kerala Agrarian Refations Bill 1959' and 'Kerala Land
Reforms Act 1964" 5. These Acts, especially the Kerala Agrarian Relations 8ill,
accelerated the process of expansion of commercial cuitivation in the state.

The Agrarian Relations Bill which was passed by the Assembly on 10th of June 1959
assurés the fmty of tenure to all cultivating tenants irrespective of his deed or caste.
The Mmeasures w}]’ch had adopted to achieve this were (i} aolition of tenancy; (ii)
cellzng on Iand holdlng, (i) transfer of land, (iv) distribution of surplus tand to landless
poor and (v) homestead to Kudikidapukars (attached labourers). Thas bitl encountered
the. Statew(-iovernment from the office by the Central Government. Therefore, this Bill
could not be implemented in the state. Again, after a few years' gap, the hew
govemment promulgated a legislation known as Kerala Land Reforms Act 1964 instead
of the Agranan Relations-Bill. The new act prowded many concessions to the commercial
estates rehglous and chantable institutions, plantations, spice gardens, and dairy
and c,attle breedlng farms from the fand ceiling. It resulted in the expansion of area
under plantation crops especially in the high ranges. Also, these concessions helped
the owners of private forests to evade nationalisation of their forests in subsequent
years by converting them into either plantations or spice gardens. It is, however, very
sad to say that there is no relevant statistics avaifable pertaining to the extent of

~ conversion of forests into plantations after the introduction of Agrarian Relation Bill in

1959
Foat Npte:.45 - See page 71
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Regularisation of Illegal Occupation in
the Forest Land

In spite of many rules regarding the management of forest land, there has been a
large scale encroachment on forest land by the migrant who came from the
neighbouring rice growing areas. To know the extent and nature of encroachment as
well as to provide the methods to check its incidence, the Government of Kerala
appointed several Committees since 1950 4% These Committees provided details
regarding the nature of encroachment and emphasised the need to avict the encroachers

by fixing different cut off years. Nevertheless, this recommendation was not

implemented except for a few attempts, due to political costs of conducting large
scale eviction from the forests and communaily based political power of settlers in the

High Ranges.

The history and politics of forest settlement, encroachment and eviction in the state
are linked with the politics at the state level since the opening of the forests for cultivation.
After the formation of Kerala state, political power at the state level has shifted frequently
between coalition of communist parties on the one hand and non communist left
leaning parties on the other. Rarely any single party had full control over the legisiature.
Therefore, the single largest party always became dependent on small political parties
and the constituents they represented. High range settlers made use of this political
environment to uphold their interests in many ways. Whenever the revenue department
officials initiated eviction of encroachers, the political party which had strong base in
this region, namely Kerala Congress, went for various forms of agitations with the help
of local people and churches, and forced the government to stop the eviction
procedures. Also, whenever the Kerala Congress was in‘power they demanded the
extension of cut off year of regularisation of illegal occupation in the high ranges in
order to continue their support to the major partner of coalition government.

Accordingly, the government regutarised the occupation which occurred before 4-1-

1957 initially extended to 1-1-1960, 1-1-1968, and to 1-1-1977 at various stages of
political drama. It encouraged illegal occupation of forests alt over the state at a

greater scale. However, at present this has been stopped thanks to the provisions

requiring concurrence of the Central Government for the conversion of reserved

forests'.

Impact of these Policies on General Land use

The ar'ié,lys'is of Iand use data available in various reports of Government of Kertala, for
the years 1964 65, to 2004 05 reveals that area under forest is almost constant in the

 state, though the above said factors led to a greater extent of conversion of forests

into cultivated lands. Infact, statistics on land use change, especially regarding the
forests and net area sown, need a closer examination in the state. Therefore, in this
section, data from various individual studies, official notes of Revenue and Forest

Foot Note: 47 - See paga 71,
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 particularly after Independence? Also, population is increasing in
industrial development is far below
| -people’tend to depend more on la
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. with that of 1984 85 to 2004 05, the scenario is perp
-~ regional level. During the latter p
. area Increased from 56.11 per cent to 57.

© Cochin, the proportion of NSA to the tota

: 5 |1 &
dv . srtments, and Government's published statistics were used to bring out the impact
of above said policies on area under forest cover. The land use budgeting for the
study period is carried at two major regions of the state, namely Malabar and

Travancore-Cochin regions.

During the period 1964 65 to 1974 75, proportion of net area SOWN (NAS) to the total
geographical area of the state had increased from 52.79 per cent to 57.24 per cent. It
might be due to the decline of area under permanent pasture and grazing land (from
0.88 per cent to 0.72 per cent), miscellaneous trees not included in NSA (from 5.4 per
cent to 2.53 per cent), barren and uncultivated land {from 3.0 per cent to 1.68 per
cent), and other fallow fand (from 0.93 per cent to 0.54 per cent). The decline in area
under these categories also contributed to the increase of land put to non-agricultural

uses.

witnessed during the period 1964 65 10 1984 85
lexing at-the state level as well as
eriod, proportion of NAS to the total geographical
49 per cent in Kerala and from 57.85 per
cent to 58.83,per cent in Malabar region, as expected. However, in the Travancore -
| geographical area declined from 55.00per
ime, lands under the categories of uncultivated,
d both at State and Travancore - Cochin

If we compare the land use change

‘cent to 53.60 per cent In the meant
other fallow, and cultivable waste incraase

(Table 4).

Is it a true picture of land use pattern and its change in the state? If yes, what did

happen 1o all those programmes implemented for promoting extensive cultivation
the state while

the national average. In this situation, generally,
nd. It will further increase when the natural and

‘ﬁoficy"’é"r'i{?iircjrimehts are favourable to expand cultivated land.

"‘?I'o clarify tﬁis-,d,ddbt,_we collected and analysed the data pertaining to area under

- our view that there has been a continuous

C

forest.available.in topo-sheets and landsat imageries for the year 1964 65, 1984 85
and 2004 05. It shows that forest in the state declined from 22.79 per cent of the total
geographical area in 1964 65 to 10.90 per cent in 1984 85 and to 09.73 per centin
2004 05 (Table 5). On the contrary,
area under forests was 25.48 per ¢
estimated figure. This is also confi

ent, which is 15.75 per cent points more than the
rmed in the report of Task Force on Forest .
According to this report, about 3601 sq.km of forest had been cleared for various
purposes. Out of this, about 87.20 per cent (around 3140 sq.km) was for agricultural
purpose (Table 6). Though this figure is related to the period of 1940 70, it supports
decline in area under forest while area

under agriculture increased more and more.
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why do the land use data available in Season and Crop Reports have such kind of

draw back? Could it be that it is not basically due to the methodology adopted for

data collection, but due to the censorship imposed on the statistical organisation by
lication of actual data? The government generally wants 1o
preserving the forests, and still meeting the
ntensive cultivation and not at the cost of
t look significant enough to achieve

the government in the pub
show that it protects the environment by
additional requirement for food grains by i
forest. Incidentally, the increase in yields does no

it .
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Conclusion

The Historical analysis of conversion of natural forests into agricuitural fands reveals

that the policy environment {socio economic and political) that favoured extension of
cultivation in the high ranges of Kerala was an outcome of certain government policies

such as leasing out these lands for commercial cultivation, Grow More Food Campaigns,
colonisation by landless people at the forested land etc. Along with this, other

g ovntributory factors were economic development activities such as construction of
58 ‘f_oads, dams etc.; population growth in coastal and mid lands: dual management of
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forested land; leasing out of forests to other departments; and regularisation of illegai
vecupations in the forest. In such a situation where the problem of conversion of
forests for agricultural purposes is.not strictly considered as an offense, there were
hardly any incentives for controlling the future depletion of forest resources and
sustainable use of these resources. This leads to discuss what type of consequences
it generated on local landuse pattern of Western Ghat Region and its ecological
iimplications at regional and local levels. This has to be studied in detail.

[Note: Content of this paper (s heavily drawn from the author's Doctoral Thesis "Impact of
Conversion of Natural Forests in to Agriculture and Plantation Crops on Local Economy

and Environment: Kerala", University of Bangalore 1995.]
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